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CHAPTER ONE 


“Be sensible, Kendall,” my mother said in the patient tone 
that can drive me to a seething rage in three seconds flat. 
“In the video you are, to put it crudely, tanked.” 


To put it even more crudely, I’d been tanked enough to let a 
guy I’d been stupid enough to trust — for a few months 


anyway — ream my ass until | gave in to his exhortations to 
squeal like a pig. 


The video ended, with a curious delicacy, while | was still 
just bleating: Ah! Ah! 


Helpless noises. An aural demonstration of my pathetic, 


nonpredatory status. But not as bad as the next moments 
would have been. 


| suspected | had the family’s go-to guy to thank for that 
delicacy. The guy standing behind me, out of sight but never 
long out of mind. I’ve beaten off to dreams of Turner Scott 
since high school. 


He’d disappeared the week he graduated, showed up three 


years later for just long enough to pull my nuts out of the 
fire, and disappeared again until a few weeks ago — when 
he’d taken his place at Father’s side as if he’d been there all 
along. 


He must have brought this little home movie, must have 


shown it to my parents and my nauseatingly perfect big 
brother. 


Nobody else would have edited it to spare the last cowering 
molecule of my dignity. 


But he could have just pitched it into the river. Jacksonville 
has so many bridges he had to have crossed at least one to 
get here. Thinking about that suppressed any hydraulic 
reaction. Or gratitude, for that matter. 


Father clicked off the monitor and folded it flat into its 
compartment on his mahogany desk. The back was 
veneered 


with a copy of the 1609 La Florida map. He rested neatly 
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fingertips on the gleaming wood for a moment, then 
steepled his fingers and regarded me. 


Mother spoke for him. “You must agree to counseling.” 
| crossed my arms and worked at not digging my fingertips 


into the cashmere of my jacket sleeves. Unless | went back 
to accepting an allowance, | couldn’t afford to replace the 
jacket. | could barely afford to clean it. But living poor was 
better than living with Father, | reminded myself. Father has 
ten fingertips. 


Thanks to him, | have nine. 
| cleared my throat. “Certainly, Mother. Have you already 


identified someone willing to help with your unseemly 
interest in the details of your adult son’s sexuality?” 


Neither of my parents was capable of turning purple, but 


eyelids dropped and lips thinned. A white line traced 
Father’s mouth. Score. 


In this family, you take what victories you can get. Then you 
watch for the retaliation. 


| paced to the window overlooking the north lawn. Wilson 


and his temps had stretched colored strings, dug lines of 
holes, erected lines of poles, moved a perennial bed, and 
still were nowhere near finished transforming the yard for 
next week’s Autumn Festival for the Arts. Two of the men 
were bulling up to one another now, bumping chests and 
generally doing 


everything but whip out their dicks and a ruler. 


Wilson waved a chart at them, one of his detailed blueprints 
of where every plant and wire belonged in this yard. The 
largest man snatched the chart from his hand. Wilson 
decked him. 


Not my problem. | leaned one shoulder on the window 
frame and faced the real predators. 

From his sleek desk, Father watched me, waiting for a 
weakness to evince itself. People considered him Mother’s 
Slightly coarse backup, fund-raiser, what-have-you. Most 


people, of course, were lucky enough not to know him well. | 
hadn’t made the mistake of underestimating him since | was 
six years old. 
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Mother in her champagne-tweed suit stood between him 


and the Louis XV escritoire. Her face would make a Barbie’s 
look like a Greek tragedy mask. She hasn’t gone psychotic 
since the last time someone suggested that mid-November 
chanced 


being just a little too cold to be outdoors, even in Florida, 
and proposed moving the festival from our yard to an indoor 
setting in Avondale. 


Today she ran her fingers along the edge of a discreet 


lacewood tissue dispenser, then along a rapidly ticking gilt 
clock presented by some grateful arts faculty somewhere. 
Agitation. 


Was she embarrassed by the graphic display? Or was time a 
problem right now? 


The floridly engraved grandfather clock to my left swung its 
pendulum in slow counterpoint to the gilt clock, one 
measured kshink for every three gilt ticks. Like a wolfhound 
and a rat terrier wagging their tails. 


Frosted fingernails paused on the tissue dispenser. She was 
trying to decide whether to try an emotional con job. My 
sister (strategically absent this afternoon) was immune to 
that tactic, but we males sometimes reacted as desired. 


Sometimes. Wasn’t going to happen today. 


Her fingers stilled, then fluttered over the clock. “We 


haven’t been snooping, Kendall. This came with a request 
that boiled down to...blackmail.” 


Blackmail? Again? But that took balls. Len must have 
acquired a pair along with his new boyfriend. 
| crossed my ankles. “How gauche. Turn, of course, has 


taken care of the matter. Did you break his kneecaps, Turn? 
Or just explain how easily you could?” 


Mother’s lips thinned again. She referred to him as Scott. My 
calling him anything else came under the heading of being 


difficult. 
She’d explained to Dean and me the concept of a shirttail 


relative when Turn first appeared in our lives, and she’d 
tried to have his name changed. One of her few failures. 
Whatever 
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Father might see in Turn, Mother would never forgive him for 
daring to exist. 


Much less for besting Dean in at least half their 
competitions. 

She tapped the lacewood box. “Think of mice, Kendall. If 
you see one, you know more are hiding close by. We cannot 


assume this is the only recording. We must take preemptive 
action: A few weeks of inpatient therapy — in a nice, open 


setting, of course — then a few weeks of intensive 
outpatient therapy. | am told this is the accepted standard. 
Afterward, you can do volunteer work, helping others as you 
were helped.” 


The gilt clock ticked rapidly. Open setting. Open setting. 
Open setting. 


| blinked, but couldn’t hear ticking — just the impossible 

words. The carrot. A facility that promised | would never be 
locked in a small, bare room without a generous blood level 
of chemical placidity. The stick would be a less-open facility. 


Of course, none of them are all that open once you get 
inside. 

Mother smiled without deepening a single wrinkle. “We 
have it all arranged.” 

All arranged. Including the media packages, no doubt. 


A semester of my life, if not a year. How twisted would my 
mind get before | could convince those people | was happy 
and straight enough to be let loose on society? 


When | was finally free, the only graduate program willing to 
let me resume my studies would be one where the 
department head owed the size of his/her paycheck to 
annual gifts from the Turner Trust. Graduating with 
credentials like that would sooo enhance my job prospects. 


| could hear the toilet gurgling now. 


| glanced at the only door, now flanked by my brother and 


Turn. They looked like light and dark paint jobs on the same 

model. Dean was sandy blond, like me, but had Turn’s heavy 
shoulders and ripped musculature. They both had the deep- 
set, silver-blue eyes that looked down from Father’s portrait, 
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his father’s portrait. They’d competed in love, academics, 
athletics — in every possible way — until Turn’s 
disappearance. 


| remembered hiding on the garage roof that night, 
watching while he loaded his computer, a manila folder 
thick with papers, and an armload of clothing into Mick 
Wheeler’s Cherokee. | remembered wishing | were older 
than fourteen, so | could 


leave with him. The next day, nobody knew where he’d 
gone. 


Father had forbidden anyone to trace him. “He’s a Turner, 


after all. Give him a little independence, a chance to 
mature. 


He’ll have the sense to come back.” 

I'd gotten very drunk the night | found out Father was right. 
Now he and Dean stood like bookends, a team. Between me 
and the door. 

Dean couldn’t pin me without a fight. Dean and Turn 
together could duckwalk me anywhere they wanted, without 


wrinkling their suits. 


| hoped my suit would hide my sweat. In some 


socioeconomic strata, a man can make a fool of himself 
without his family being able to do a thing about it. 


My family, however, made arrangements. 
Unless | agreed to whatever had been decided, | was to be 


declared a danger to myself or others. | was to go away for 
what used to be called a little rest, and was to emerge 
heroically humbled: the prodigal eager to help other 
unfortunates. 


Did that mean other gays or other drunks? Drunks, | 
decided. Drunks have less of a voting bloc. Drunks don’t 


organize nasty publicity campaigns. Either way, the 
prospect sucked. 


Sweat tickled along my spine, prickled in the small of my 


back. | held my breath for five heartbeats and released it 
over the course of ten heartbeats before | looked at Father. 
“Have you ever considered the consequences of going too 
far with your arrangements? Have you ever wondered 
where | would draw the line?” 


He looked back blandly. “Have you ever wondered where / 
would?” 
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A cold droplet inched down my spine. How much could 


they do to me? My shortened pinkie finger throbbed in 


memory. “I appear to have worn out my welcome. Good 
night, all.” 


| swung my weight off the window frame and headed 


toward the door, as if oblivious to the two big men who 
could take one step apiece and block it. 


My brother took that step. 
My heart thudded; storm clouds pulsed in my eyes. 
Turn raised one stop-sign hand and looked past me to the 


hereditary units. “Let me take him for a drive. We can talk 
on the way.” 


My brother frowned, looking at me and then past me. This 


wasn’t in the script. | held my breath, and my position. The 
units behind me would be communicating with their eyes. 


Nothing | could say or do would improve matters. 
| had to get out of here. Away from them. 


| held still, breathing by the numbers as sweat ate through 
my antiperspirant. 


Turn’s shining silver gaze fixed over my shoulder, either 
monitoring or taking part in the Eyeball Telegraph. 

Out of here! Out of here! ticked the gilt clock. 

Wait, said the old one. Time it right. 


Dean’s phone buzzed against his Italian leather belt. He 


started. 

| snatched open the door and hit a jog, fear winning over 
dignity. 

Father spoke. “Take care of him.” 

He meant me. 

| ran. 

The driveway’s pea gravel crunched under my kidskin 


oxfords and under the shoes of a single follower. | saw the 
image we would make in manga style, pictured myself 
turning to confront my follower, and snorted. | could outrun 
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them, but my two years (on and off) of tai chi lessons didn’t 
exactly equal their six-plus years of fierce dojo competition. 


Wilson stopped in my path, chart in one gloved hand and a 


bright yellow cement bag poised jauntily on his shoulder. He 
sidestepped. 


At the same time, I sidestepped — to the same side. 


| play soccer. | constantly dodge guys who want to tackle 
me. Why am I square-dancing with this lunk? 


| tacked left and Wilson quick-stepped out of my way. He 
wasn’t as stupid as he looked. 


| sprinted past him, heading for the line of parked vehicles 
beyond the garage: Dean’s new truck and Turn’s gleaming 


Lincoln and my secondhand Kia. 
The brief dance had cost me. A shadow’s head bobbed at 
the level of my shadow’s knees. 


He’d get me when | stopped to open the car door. Luckily, | 
had keyless entry. | clicked the Unlock button on my key tab. 


The headlights didn’t flash, meaning the lock didn’t open. 


| clicked again, cursing the dying battery. Cursing myself for 
not having replaced it this morning. Yesterday morning. Hell, 
on Monday after standing for ten minutes in the rain outside 
the Turner Lab at school, clicking until the locks popped 
open. 


They popped just as | reached the door. 

Weight slammed me against the car. My breath gushed out, 
and | saw stars. 

The weight rolled to the side. | clung to the cold metal, 
trying to breathe. 


Turn pulled me off the car and tight against him, like | was 
his teddy bear to hug — a stunningly intimate gesture. He’d 
die if he knew. 


He didn’t spare me a glance, though, as he took the key 
from my hand and muscled past me to the driver’s seat. His 
silver-blue Turner eyes roved left and right, tracing the 
horizon. 


“Go around. | have to drive, KT. Don’t argue.” 
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He hadn’t left me breath to argue with. | dashed around to 
the passenger side and fumbled with my seat belt. 


He took it out of my hands and clicked it for me. He wasn’t 
driving me to any mental hospital; instinctively, | knew that. 


He was in combat mode for some other reason. Something 
had happened. Something bad. 
“Lower your seat, KT. All the way. Hold your head below 


the window. No, you’re too tall — looks suspicious. Got a 
Cap? 


Put it on. Tell me you haven’t defused your air bags.” 


My passenger seat didn’t raise or lower. Only the driver’s 
seat did. This wasn’t a limo. The back right window was a 
piece of Plexiglas Len had cut and installed for me. “I’m 
lucky to have working air bags. Why would | mess with 
them?” 


“Good. Cap.” 
While reaching into the back for my cap, | saw him pull a 


remote from his pocket. “Dude, we’re way out of range for 
the gate ope —” 


The gate was sliding aside. Did Father know Turn could do 
that? Dean didn’t know, or he’d insist on a high-powered 


remote of his own — and Dean would not have resisted 


showing it off to me. | took a breath. “What’s happened, 
Turn? 


Who called just now?” 
“They’ve already found Leonard Stewart’s body.” 
Body? | sat up. No fucking way! Len can not be dead. 


| thought of my parents’ tenseness, their too-calm faces, 
and Dean’s visible jumpiness. Yes, way. 


Then | saw red. “ You killed Len? For what? For fucking me?” 
He flicked me a glance. Amused. The fucker was amused! 
“I take it the outrage means you didn’t do the job on him 
either. So, if you were a detective instead of a budding 
ethnobotanist, whatever that is, who would be your prime 
Suspects?” 


Me. l'd be second in line behind his current boyfriend until 
someone found out about the blackmail. When that came 
out, I’d jump to the head of the line. But I’d bring along Turn, 
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man who’d beaten the living shit out of the last pair of guys 
who’d tried to blackmail the units over me. 


My vision contracted to a tunnel, me to him. He hadn't 


actually denied killing Len. He’d been gone a long time. Had 
he needed a strong show of loyalty to win back his place at 


Father’s shoulder? 


“Right. You and me,” he said, although I hadn’t voiced my 


thoughts. “We need to get out of the immediate arrest-zone 
and give the processes a while to work. Then, when the 
lawyers say it’s safe, we can voluntarily go by the police 
station for questioning.” 


Processes. One end of the machine opens to let people 


voluntarily walk in. The other end shits sausage links. Don’t 
ever ask what happens in between. 


The tunnel threatened to close in on me. I’d been jailed 


once, overnight, though the rest of the guys from the party 
were bonded out within an hour. When I'd called for help, 
Father told me I'd get a lot of growing up done in one night 
behind bars. 


| guess it depends on how you define growing up. 


I’ve had three surgeries to reduce the scars. People say the 
remaining lines look like premature wrinkles. Trust me — 
they don’t. Most of my right cheek is still numb. I’d taught 
myself to eat and enunciate as though nothing had 
happened, but | 


couldn’t fully pucker my lips. 


Tunnel vision wasn’t going to help. | did breathing exercises, 
mental tai chi, until | could see. Good thing Turn had the 
wheel. Moss-draped live oaks and 1920s-era houses make 
San Marco a scenic neighborhood to drive in, but too many 
drivers here like to keep one foot on the gas and the other 
on the dotted centerline. 


Turn threw me a glance. “You okay, KT?” 


“Define okay.” | hadn’t dropped into a blind panic. Which 
might have surprised everyone. One could almost think the 


units had choreographed that scene to tip me over. 
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“They said you go into fight-or-flight mode at the drop of a 
hat these days.” 


| shivered. So that scene had been choreographed to send 
me off the deep end. Why? And by escaping it had | jumped 


from the barbed wire into the quicksand? 


For a murder charge, they can hold you until trial. Especially 
if you have a record of not showing up for a hearing — even 
if you were heavily sedated in a hospital at the time of that 

hearing. 


Even with a lawyer, things can go wrong. Even with parents 
desperate to get you out, which | couldn’t be guaranteed of, 
the processes can take too long. 


| finished a cycle of slow breathing before | spoke. “We are 
fucked.” 


He nodded. “Pretty much.” 


CHAPTER TWO 


Turn drove for an hour before | talked him into stopping 


for a stretch break and an overdue change of clothes. 
Wearing clothes that adequately displayed respect for the 
family had the effect of shrinking the car around me. 


The car was, truth to tell, too small for me. Turn was a 


finger shorter, but broad as the halfback he’d once been. 
Poor boy. 


I'd brought khakis and a polo shirt to change into at the first 
chance. Usually that meant the convenience store just 
outside of San Marco. I’d been too stunned to suggest it at 
the right time. 


And when | did think of changing, | realized Turn also 
needed clothes that wouldn’t make him look like a Mafia 
lawyer. 


Once I came out of a gas station wearing clothes I'd wear to 
class, we went a block farther up the street to a dollar store. 
| ducked in and bought Turn a plain blue T-shirt and a pair of 
34-34s. They’d fit close enough. He already had ona 


nondescript pair of penny loafers, which was lucky because 
the dollar store didn’t have shoes big enough to fit those 
boat paddles of his. 


The tee would have fit loosely on me. On him? Picture royal 
blue paint on the upper half of a Greek statue. Mounded 


muscles. Thick, corded tendons. Nipples that stuck out like 
the backs of overcoat buttons. 


He had the grace to pretend he didn’t notice me staring. 
The twisty vein at his temple bulged, though, like it had 
when I'd asked his prom date if she was a virgin. If she 
hadn’t laughed, | think he would have knocked my teeth, 
braces and all, right down my throat. 


Rather than continue to stare at him and run the risk of 
drooling, | took the wheel and drove. 

Nothing could get done today, it being close to five already. 
Tomorrow would be Friday, a day for the lawyers to be 
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officially contacted and to express their shock at any need 
for the law to question a Turner. Then they’d shuffle papers 
or make phone calls or toss rabbits through hats or 
whatever they do to arrange either an agreement not to 
arrest or an immediate bond-out as a prerequisite for our 
checking in. 


So would they tell us to report in on Saturday or wait for 
Monday? 


My guess was Monday. My failure to appear from two years 


back would complicate any guarantee of release. Though I'd 
been hospitalized on my court date, nothing seemed to get 
that blot off my record. 


“What’s your class schedule tomorrow, KT?” 


| blinked. “Intro to oral traditions at eight. That’s all.” 


“Intro? You?” 


“I’m teaching the class. Mind out of the gutter, Turn, unless 
you want me to demonstrate my expertise while you’re 
driving.” 


Missing that class bothered me. | needed to call the full prof 
who was getting paid for having me teach the class; he’d 
have to show his own face for once, and he needed to know 
we were a day behind the syllabus. “There’s also the Friday 
faculty lunch.” 


He barked a laugh. “Would missing that be the terrific 
hardship it would be at my school?” 


“Probably. We teaching assistants sit like peasants in the 
lord’s feasting hall, nourishing our minds on the professors’ 


Sagacious proximity and our bodies on room-temp textured 


vegetable protein. Wee hah. Bring out the sackcloth and 
ashes.” 


I'd miss everything if | were in jail, too. “How about you?” 
“| sub for a pair of adjuncts. Accounting and archery.” 
“An adjunct? A sub for an adjunct? What does that pay, 
minimum wage?” 


He made a face. “Close. I’m treating it as a semester-long 
job interview for a real adjunct position. Plus it’s Tuesday 


Wednesday-Thursday, afternoons only.” 


Even as a real adjunct, he wouldn’t be able to pay his bills 
without either financial input from Father or a side job ata 
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scab-on-a-bun. The Lincoln he drove was Father’s, but a 
man does have some bills. 


Decent schedule, though. He’d lucked out. Plenty of free 
time. 


Then again, if he spent his other four days a week at 
Father’s beck and call, he might rather be teaching. | know | 
would. 


As soon as I'd called in to my professor, we stopped for 


some Indian takeout. Turn told me to keep the engine 
running while he went in. He didn’t say why. 


| was feeling too paranoid to ask, much less argue. 


| wanted to tell him to bring me back a bottle of rice beer, or 
whatever lager they had, but | managed not to say so. I'd 
brought along the last of my little blue pills, hoping it would 
keep me from drinking myself into a stupor after dealing 
with the parental units. 


By not taking it until after the meeting | ran the risk I'd 
reach for a beer instead of the pill, but | hadn’t dared take it 
beforehand. | need all my wits when visiting the units. 


Now I was afraid to take it. | didn’t need to be stoned until 
things settled out. Some, at least. 


Turn came back with paneer tikka and a strongly peppered 


chai for me, and a double cheeseburger for himself. He gave 
me a bite of his burger, which was made with ground lamb 
and lots of onion, but refused to swap for my tikka. 


We laughed like two buddies on a road trip, but the back of 
my mind had clamped its jaws on the idea of Indian rice 
beer. 


Or bourbon. Yeah, bourbon. | could taste it now. 
Fuck...| need a drink. 


| nursed the chai as long as | could, but the need wouldn’t 
fade. Even | could see the tremor in my hand as | finally 


reached in front of Turn to pull my pill bottle out of the glove 
box. The shrink didn’t like me taking them, but she agreed 
getting commode-hugging drunk was worse. Also more 
likely to get me arrested. 
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Not getting arrested had become a major goal in my life. I’d 
made adjustments to avoid both the near occasion of sin 
and the occasional near-sin. Until today. 


Damn, | want that bourbon. 
The pill will do. 
“What's that, KT?” 


| opened the bottle while steering with my wrists and shook 
out the last blue miracle. It had better be a miracle, the way 
today had gone. “Happy pill.” 


“You're out of the house and away from them, KT. Give 


yourself a chance to come down naturally, why don’t you?” 
“I did. Now | want a pill or a shot of bourbon. Pill’s here. 
Bourbon’s not.” 

“KT, don’t!” He grabbed my arm. 


WTF? | tossed the pill to the other hand and popped it into 
my mouth, then washed it down with the last of the chai. 
Woo hoo — maybe I should take up juggling. “Let go of me, 
Turn. My guardianship got terminated as of the first of the 
year. 


Nowadays, nobody but me is responsible for the pills | take.” 
“What’s that stuff called, KT? What’s the dose?” 


Why was he so anxious? | made a face at him and tossed 
the empty bottle at him. It bounced off the window and back 
at me. 


| tried to catch it for a second throw, and the passenger-side 
tires bounced off the edge of the road. | swore, put both 
hands on the wheel, and eased back onto the tarmac. 


Turn braced against the dash, his mouth a grim straight line, 
his pale eyes on me. He didn’t say a word. 


Hey, | said | had air bags. They haven't gone off, have they? 
That was funny. 


The fact | was laughing, laughing hard, scared me. “I think 
we need to stop, Turn.” 


“Right. At least long enough to switch drivers.” 


That ticked me off. | can drive. I’ve even taken classes in 
defensive driving. 
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| drove past two exits on general principle. Suburbs merged 
with pasture and forest, with scattered clusters of trailers 
with large barns and car graveyards. At the third exit, we 
found a run-down six-unit motel with a bathtub-sized 
pothole in the parking lot. 


| went in to get us a room. Turn had been the one getting 


out at the last stop. More importantly, I’m nobody’s model 
of spectacular beefcake. The average female can look at me 


without mentally stripping me and then spending her night 
dreaming about sculpted pecs and shoulders. 

Not that the shirt Il’d bought Turn left much to the 
imagination. 


The old lady at the counter took my cash and didn’t ask for 
ID. Which was odd — I thought getting ID for a motel room 


was the law now. 

Figured it out when we opened the room door. The smell of 
stale cum and urine hit my gag reflex. | clenched my teeth. 
“This was the kind of room you rent by the hour, Turn. We 


can’t stay here. If we got caught in a place like this, what 
would the headlines say?” 


He inhaled sharply. “Right.” 


He took the wheel for the next stretch. | tried to stay alert, 
but kept waking up. We changed highways. | asked why, but 


didn’t catch the explanation. | asked him to repeat himself, 
but woke up later wondering if he had answered. 


The last time | woke up, Turn was getting into the car 


holding an old-fashioned key, a real brass key with a 
banana-sized key tag. A rotten-egg stench almost reminded 
me of 


something, but | couldn’t think of what. All | could see was 
that big, square, capable-looking hand. Turn’s hand, taking 
my pulse. 


Why would he do that? | swallowed. | didn’t want to know 


why. | didn’t want him to question why. If he thought about 
it, he’d stop doing it. 


| swallowed again when Turn opened the cabin door to a 
single room arranged around a king-size bed. 
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Nothing else to sleep on except a daybed that would leave 


my head hanging off one end and my feet projecting off the 
other. Nor did | want to sleep on the floor. “If you think you 
get to stretch out on the bed and | get to scrunch up on the 
couch just because you're bigger, you have another think 


coming.” 


“Don’t be stupid. The bed’s plenty big enough for the two 
of us.” 


The two of us. The world tilted. | draped our good clothes 
over the back of a dinette chair and put my fists on the 
table. 


Could | sleep with him that close? “You're not afraid of 
catching queer-cooties?” 


His temple vein bulged. “I’m not afraid you'll rape me in my 
Sleep. If you’re not afraid of me, we’re good to go.” He 


spooked around the cabin, checking the three windows, the 


john, the closet. “Clean. | was warned the water heater is 
only good for one crab-boiling shower. You first.” 


You want to share? My knees tried to buckle. | locked them, 
hoping Turn hadn’t noticed. 


Fat chance. He grabbed my arm. “KT?” 


He guided me to the other straight-back chair, which | didn’t 
need. 


| sat down anyway. Maybe a cold shower would do me 
good. “You first, Turn.” 
He checked my pulse again and looked hard at me. “Okay, 


but you go on to bed. Shower in the morning, when you feel 
better.” 


The good part of that plan was it gave me a chance of 


getting all the way to sleep before he stretched out that 


magnificent body next to me. | watched, still dazed, while 
he turned down the covers, sniffed the sheets, and nodded 
in 


evident satisfaction. 

Then | fuzzed out. 

HG 
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Usually, the blue pills keep me from dreaming. The shrink 


says that’s bad for me, says dreams are how you process 
trauma to keep from developing posttraumatic stress 
disorder. | take them anyway, when | have to face 
something that would 


otherwise drive me to drink. 


Like I’d told the shrink: Drinking increases my chances of 
having drama, not to mention trauma. If you have less to 


process, you have less need of dreaming to process it, right? 


Process again. | needed to write that word on the list the 
shrink wants me to keep, of words that keep coming up over 
and over. Turn. Process. Jail. 


Maybe this batch of pills was defective, because | dreamed 

like it was commercial time at the Super Bowl. | dreamed of 
Len, who was squirrelly and way too deep into the weed and 
always borrowing money he couldn’t afford to pay back and 


such a slob | couldn’t bear to let him move in with me. 


The same Len who'd given me the most purely fun 


afternoons I’d ever known. Nights, | was zonked and he 
usually worked. Mornings, he was zonked and | worked. But 
those 


afternoons... 
One day over lunch, we made a list of every mammal we 


could think of. List in hand, we went to the zoo, pretended 
we knew hardly any English, and still managed to convince 
the docents to help us put the animals in order by testicular 
size. 


We left in deep, silent thought. As | pulled up at his 


driveway, Len looked at me, dead serious, and said, “Dude, | 
want to be reincarnated as a sheep. A ram. Did you see that 
scrotum? A guy could totally make a hat from it.” 


A week later, he gave me a fleece hat. 


Where was that stupid hat? | never wore it. It wasn’t made 
from a scrotum, either. Not from anything cup-shaped. 


But | laughed every time | saw it. 


He was great in bed too. On my birthday, he tied me to the 
bed with a cut-up pair of women’s stockings. While | 
watched, as fascinated as a mouse watching a snake, he 
greased his 
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narrow, beautiful hands. One long, elegant finger at a time. 


Then his palms. Fingers again. An extra dollop on the palms. 


Then he went to townon my cock. At first fast, hard, jacking 
violently enough my jostled balls tucked up against me for 
protection. | ramped toward an immediate orgasm — but he 


slowed then, lightened his grip until | leveled off. 

Then, gradually, he rebuilt the intensity. When my blood 
sang in my veins, though, he abruptly cut the pressure. 
Built it. Cut it. When my sensory nerves stopped reacting 
enough to his hands, he brought his mouth into play. 

One way or another, he kept me pleading for relief — then 


sobbing for relief — for close to an hour. When he finally let 
me come, | broke blood vessels. 


He cut the stockings and held me, laughing at me while | 
swore | was dying. 

And now he was dead. 

Had | loved him? No. | loved being with him, sometimes. 


Especially when he played the goof. But at other times... 
When we met up with friends at happy hour or the Chinese 
buffet, his jokes were all about stupid things I’d done or 
said. When | called him on that focus, he told me I was too 
uptight. Then he got ugly. 


And now he was dead. 


He’d been a punk with no social graces when we met. | 


taught him to lower his voice in public and swallow before 
he laughed his mouth-wide-open horsey laugh. | taught him 
how to drive a stick shift, how to swim, how to use 
chopsticks, and how to finger my prostate as he sucked. | 
taught him how to select and broil a superb Chateaubriand, 
taught him to slice thin slivers and eat them with his fork 
tines pointed down. And now he was dead. 


How did he die? 


| smelled coffee, and rubbed grit out of my eyes until they 
opened. Daylight smeared the curtains. Lots of daylight. 
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Turn, dressed, sat on the edge of the daybed, sipping ata 
Styrofoam cup of coffee. His square hand dwarfed the cup, 


although it had to be one of those twenty-ounce jobs. His 
left hand had boxer’s knuckles, thickened and white- 
callused. 


He was right-handed. Why wasn’t his right hand scarred the 
same way? 


He took another sip. “You sleep hard, KT.” 
The way he sat, on the front edge of the daybed, his back 


soldier-straight, gave the feeling he was waiting for 
something to happen. 


| yawned to get more oxygen to my brain. “Is it after eight?" 
Rhetorical question. | never sleep past eight, unless I'm 


hungover. 


The taste in my mouth was foreign but didn’t fit a hangover. 
Something chemical, maybe metallic. Odd. Some unfamiliar 
spice in last night’s tikka? 


At least | didn’t taste alcohol breakdown products. | rolled 
over and discovered | was stark naked under the sheets. 
What the fuck? “Where’s my underwear?” 


“Drying. You didn’t buy any spares, so | dropped a couple 
of bucks on washing our socks and all.” 

How domestic of him. Len wouldn’t have thought of it. 

| woke up a little more. So...what does it mean when the 


guy you've lusted after for half your life undresses you to 
the skin? And it’s not like I'd needed my boxers cleaned 
right now 


— he’d wanted to do it. My skin warmed. “So you're 
commando under those jeans?” 

“Not the first time. | Know how to avoid catching my dick 
in the zipper.” 

Huh. Loose eye contact. No flush or extra mouth 


movement. Mild, self-directed humor. Despite the mention 
of his dick, he wasn’t flirting. Or if he was, | wasn’t picking 
up on it. So, we’re back to why the fuck did you take my 
underwear off me? 


| looked around. Apart from a cluster of Styrofoam 


containers, the place was as bare as when we’d walked into 
it. 
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My warmth faded. Why would he wash my jeans and not 
his? 


He surely knew better than to put our suits in a Laundromat 
machine. “Where are the rest of the clothes?” 


“You want breakfast? | got scrambled eggs and —” 

“I want my clothes, Turn. Where are they?” 

He watched me over the rim of his cup. “Safe. l'Il bring 
them to you later.” 

My temper sizzled. “Fuck the games, Turn. Where are my 


clothes?” Another thought struck. Where are my wallet and 
phone? 


“In the car.” 


| swung out of the bed and strode to the door, tallywhacker 
swinging thigh to thigh and reminding me I hadn’t taken a 
piss yet. The door opened on a stretch of saltmarsh 
cordgrass, 


Spartina alterniflora, and a pier leading out into a stagnant- 
smelling body of water. At least it was high tide on a cold 
morning. Low tide in the summer smells of rotting crabs, 


rotting algae, and rotting eggs. 


Chills ran up my legs and dug in with claws. From the left of 
the cabin, an oyster shell drive curved to skirt a hog-wire 
fence. 


On the other side of it, needle rush and saltwort marked 
slightly higher ground, and in the distance a rise topped 
with scraggly bushes that might have been trees anywhere 
else. Past that, the sun glinted on more water. 


To the right of the cabin | saw another cabin, more marsh 


grass, more water. No car, no boat, no sign the other cabin 
was inhabited. 


| saw no car anywhere. Unless it was behind the cabin? | 
went inside and pushed the door shut against the cold wind. 
Turn hadn’t moved. “You have to stay here for a few days, 


KT.” He spoke patiently, like my former shrink did when he 
thought | needed to let my parents take control of a few 
more of the things they’d decided | couldn’t control. 


Inhale two three four five six seven eight nine ten. | could 
act calm, whether | felt calm or not. 
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He took another sip. “I don’t want to be unpleasant about 


this, but you can’t be allowed to run off on your own and 
mess things up.” 


Allowed? By whom? My stomach heaved. 


| locked my throat. You can do it if you have to. 


If, for example, you are a nonpredator isolated by a 


predator. If you have only the predator’s say-so that your 
ex-lover has been found dead. And that the predator didn’t 
cause the death. 


Something moved in his pale Turner eyes. I’d stared too 


long. He sipped his coffee. “If you’re thinking of knocking 
my head in and taking my clothes, KT, don’t try it. You don’t 
know where the Car is.” 


Like that was the biggest obstacle. If | had clothes and 


shoes, | could walk. If | took his clothes, I’d take his wallet 
too. 


As Father’s minion, he would have substantially more cash 
than | normally carried. Cash uncomplicates most 
predicaments. 


Certainly, my life had become rife with small predicaments 
since Il’d stopped going by the bank where Mother deposited 
my allowance. 


So am I naked to encourage me to remain indoors, out of 
sight, or to show you have power I don’t have? 


Or did you decide | needed to be searched? If searched, 
what were you looking for? And why? 


First things first. And first, | had to take a leak. 


He rotated in place, watching me as | stalked past him to 
the john. 


| came out when I could think again. “Where’s the dryer? If 
you aren’t going to molest me — and upon waking up 


starkers | have to wonder about that — | need at least a pair 
of boxers.” 


“Do you want me to molest you?” 


He couldn’t be making an offer; his gaze lined up with mine, 
and he had no trace of a leer in his face or his voice. He 
could be asking if | wanted sugar in my coffee. 
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| sat on the foot of the bed and pulled up my knee in front of 
my crotch. “What do I have to do to get my clothes, Turn? 


Seriously, | will discuss the option of cooling my heels here, 
wherever we are. Especially if the alternatives might involve 
a weekend in jail. On the other hand, | have a problem with 
you being dressed when I’m not.” 


He tilted his head and looked at me through long, thick 


eyelashes. Not a smoker. Smokers toast off the ends of their 
lashes. “You aren’t freaked. | was afraid you’d freak.” 


“If that door had been locked, you’d have seen me freak, all 
right.” 


“I know,” he said quietly. He looked ready to say more, but 
clamped his mouth shut and looked down instead. 


Who had told him? Father or Dean? Didn’t matter. What 


mattered was that | had been stashed, and why, and by 
whom. 


Had he acted at Father’s orders? If | were the cause of any 
inconvenience, he would be Father’s natural first choice to 
take care of it. Before he’d so abruptly decamped, Father 


had always sent him to tell me to pipe down, step back, 
even disappear for a while. 


Father had also called him in to deal with the first blackmail 
attempt. 


If his way of dealing with the attempt had backfired, Father 
might have decided to stash us both until he or his lawyers 
could get matters under control. 


Or had | been stashed on Mother’s orders? Mother would 


send Wilson to babysit me, except that Wilson was probably 
putting in sixty hours a week preparing for the Autumn Fest. 


They’d put up the poles for two canopies, each big enough 
to house a smallish circus ring, laid temporary flooring, and 
begun windbreaks by the time I’d pulled up in the drive 
yesterday afternoon. 


Even if Wilson couldn’t be spared, Mother would rather stir 
all her oil paints — cadmiums, hansas, prussians, and 
pthalos alike — in a single witch’s cauldron than ask a favor 
of Turn. 


But she might ask Father to send Turn. 
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| mulled it over and decided she would be more likely to 
send Dean to mind me than to ask Father to send Turn. 
Dean? Could | have been tucked away on my brother’s 


orders? Hadn’t he been giving orders lately? Initiative was 
not exactly his strong suit, but he did have responsibilities, 
and his own personal assistant to keep track of them. 


All of which begged the immediate question. “My clothes, 
Turn. How can | get access to them?” 

He sighed. “Humor me, KT. Eat your eggs.” 

“How did Len die?” 


His lips thinned, like Father’s. The story given to anyone who 
asked was that he was a cousin, a wild oat sown by my 


uncle Kendall, who’d died shortly before | was born. How 
could anyone look at him, though, and not see Father? 
“Eggs, KT.” 


Stalemate. Only he was wearing clothes. And he knew 
where 


my clothes — and my car — were. | yanked the sheet off the 
bed and made a quick toga with it, then sat down at the 
dinette table. The eggs were scrambled, overcooked, and 
cold at that. 


| folded the white-bread toast in half, bit a hole in the 
middle, and peeked at him through the aperture. He looked 


puzzled. Too bad. My nieces could always be relied on to 
hand me their toast and to react as if this were the funniest 
thing a man could do. 


“Bacon, KT?” Turn opened another Styrofoam clamshell, 


then frowned at the limp, half-cooked excuse for bacon piled 
in it. 


“Nah. Not on my diet.” Even if it had looked good, | 
probably would have turned it down. Probably. My shrink, 


Angie, was eating minimally processed food this month, 
having given up on last month’s high protein diet and the 
prior 


month’s rainbow diet. 
| liked taking up the same diet she did. Kept the family 
guessing as to what | would eat and what | wouldn’t when 


summoned for a dinner. And it let me preach about 
everyone else’s dietary sins without having to do my own 
research. 
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| would cheerfully ignore my diet for a paneer tikka, but not 
for cold bacon with spots of white fat still showing. | was 
kind of off eggs for a while too. The high protein diet had hit 
while | was too broke to afford decent meat, so I’d eaten 
mainly eggs and beans. The digestive results had been 
marked. 


Mother had conveyed her opinion with no more than a 
thinning of the lips, of course. 
That was what...two weeks ago? Yes. Her car had 


developed an alarming tap, and she hadn’t been able to 
reach Wilson to have him come out and swap cars with her. 
Once I'd left home, nobody knew how to hunt down Wilson 
when he 


didn’t want to be found. Rather than wait at the dealership 
drinking cheap coffee and wondering how many of the hoi 


polloi had smeared germ-laden fingers on the magazines 
there, she’d graciously allowed the dealership to drop her 
off at my place. 


Only to find me drinking cheap coffee, grading papers she 
had no interest in, and passing gas. 

“Bacon’s funny? Or your diet is?” 

“Never mind.” 

“I’m trying to make conversation, to amuse you.” 

“I am vastly amused by the notion of you doing the bend- 


forward-and-brace at Father’s command.” The words came 
out before | thought about them. 


The temperature in the room dropped. | couldn’t swallow 


my mouthful of dried eggs. | couldn’t find a way to unsay 
those words. 


| took a sip of burned, oversweetened coffee, forced down 


my mouthful, and glared at his hard, darkening face. “That 
is the natural extension of you flirting with me after stealing 
my clothes, isn’t it?” 


He set down his coffee as if the cup were brimming and 


couldn’t be allowed to spill. “What a charming individual you 
have become.” 
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That stung. “Compared to whom? Gauged under what 


circumstances? You got a girlfriend, Turn? A boyfriend? 
Both? 


Someone unwaveringly calm and gracious, like Mother?” 
He tipped his chair back, rocking on the hind legs. “You 
don’t need to know, KT.” 

| watched him. Gauged his balance. If | pushed the table 
hard enough, it would catch him midchest. Topple him 


backward. Maybe strike his head on the floor. Maybe stun 
him just long enough... “So much for conversation. Where’s 
my 


car?” 
He rolled his eyes. “K —” 


| planted my feet and pushed, hard. The table struck him in 
the chest, with all my weight behind it. And him already 


teetering. 


His dark eyebrows arched. He clutched at the table. But still 
he went down — in a clatter and a hollow, watermelon thud. 


CHAPTER THREE 


| slung the table sidewise, ignoring the flying food and 
coffee, and crouched over him. 

He blinked vaguely at me, then frowned. In a second, he’d 
be on his feet and all over me. 

Before he could get that much sense back, | grabbed both 


his ears, yanked his head up, and slammed the back of his 
skull to the floor. 


Ouch! | felt that in my feet! 


But he melted under me, boneless and gone. With luck, he’d 
have no more than a mild concussion. If more — | refused to 
think about it. He’d survived football and wrestling with 
Dean. 


He’d survive a bump from me. | ran fingers over his skull 
anyway. Found a smear of blood, but no sponginess or 
indentation. 

Fuck, why do I care? 

| opened his belt buckle and fly. Sure enough, commando. 


And a nice package, to boot. Half chubby. Not that it 
mattered, since it wasn’t for me. 


| rocked back to foot level, snatched off his loafers, then 
took the jeans by the cuffs and dragged them free. 


The pockets jangled and thumped against the chair, spilling 
a shiny chrome pair of thumbcuffs. Like handcuffs, but for 
the thumbs. Kinky. 


| cuffed his thumbs in front of his dick, then kicked the 
chair out from under his lower half. 
Did | need to recuff his thumbs around something 


stationary, or did these pockets have a second pair? His 
pockets did have half a dozen plastic zipper ties, like | would 
use to bundle computer cords and stereo cords out of the 
way. 
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You pack all this for business or pleasure, Turn? Regardless, | 
could take advantage. Tie him to the bed. No, the daybed — 
it looked sturdy enough but had easier-to-reach angles. 


| dragged Turn’s legs in a quarter-circle to put his feet to the 
corner of the footboard. A loose loop around the intersection 
of the footboard and the spring frame under the mattress. A 
loose loop at his ankle. A loop to connect them. Tighten all 
loops. Bingo! 


And just in time. He swore, and groaned. 
| scooted out of reach before | took time to shed my 


makeshift toga. “Don’t throw up, Turn. Throwing up is a bad 
sign when you have a concussion. I’d have to call a doctor 


to come look at you, and with your luck he’d be a nasty 
queer like me and get all interested in the wrong head.” 


He squinted at me. “What happened?” 


“I got the drop on you. Where’s my car?” | stepped into his 
jeans and cinched the belt. Not my look. But neither was a 
toga. 


Turn tried his limbs and frowned. “KT, this is a real bad 


idea. | brought you here for your own safety. | can’t protect 
you if —” 


“Imagine that. And here | thought you were getting all 
romantic on me. My heart is broken.” 
The wallet in the back pocket wasn’t mine. Mine is cloth, 


from one of my vegetarian binges, and thick with notes and 
receipts and such. This was suit-sleek eelskin, like Father’s. 


New, unlike Father’s. Driver’s license: Turner K. Scott. 


Registration for a two-year-old Prius. Separate insurance 
cards for the Prius and the Lincoln he’d parked beside 
Dean’s truck. 


If you can afford a Prius, why did you come crawling back to 
Father? You couldn’t have wanted a Lincoln that badly. 


“I never thought you were a snoop, KT.” 
Like I didn’t know my nickname used to be Little Snoop? 


Like he hadn’t asked me to find where Dean had hidden his 


chemistry notebook and crowed when | brought back both 
his notebook and Dean’s? “Those are funny words from the 
man 
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who made sure | didn’t have enough clothes to hide a 
freckle or a stray thought.” 


Behind his driver’s license was a photo of himself between a 
man and a woman: all laughing, all in swimsuits, their arms 
about one another. The credit card slots had, besides his 


insurance card and folded-up registration, one Visa in his 
name, a Turner Industries AmEx, a AAA card, Father’s 
business card with the private phone numbers penciled 
across the back. 


Turn swore. 
Throwing him a glance, | saw him crossing his ankles, 


straining against the twist-ties. / hope those things are 
stronger than you are. 


The other pockets held my car keys, a fascinatingly thin 


penknife, a comb, a tiny tube of superglue, a three-pack of 
lubed condoms ( whoa! — nasty prank possibilities there! ), 
a crumpled receipt for breakfast with bad wolf hand-printed 
across the back, a mechanical pencil, a couple of C-notes 
and smaller bills, random coins, and a stick of cinnamon 
gum. 


Where’s your phone, Turn? Where’s mine? 


Okay, if he didn’t have his phone on him, he must have left 
it somewhere safe. Like in a locked car. The car would be in 
easy walking distance, and my guess was it would be 
parked at the same place the food had come from. 


Easy walking distance in his penny loafers was one thing. 
My barefoot distance would be something else. I’d never 
been big on barefooting it, not since watching a video on 
the parasites you get from stepping in shit. I’ve finished 
three half marathons in my life, but | am an unabashed 
tenderfoot. 


| tried his shoes. They flopped loose with every step. They’d 
blister my heels, and after a little while, | might take them 
off anyway. But protection for a while beat no protection at 
all. 


“KT, you look like you’re going somewhere.” 
“How perceptive of you. I’m off to find my car. My phone 


and wallet while I’m at it. Maybe even my life back. | have 
classes, you know.” 


“You called in.” 
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“Nobody will complain if | uncall in,” | said, just to prod him. 


“If you show up at class, they'll arrest you.” He dropped his 
voice to a sandpaper whisper. “Jail you. It’ll take hours to get 
you out, if not a day or two. A night or two.” 


Tunnel! vision. | inhaled for ten heartbeats, held for five, and 
exhaled over the course of ten heartbeats. Repeated until | 
could see again. 


Then | looked at him, in his tight blue T-shirt and hairy, bare 
legs and unreadable face. “I used to like you, Turn. You 
didn’t bully or manipulate me like Dean did. What 
happened?” 


“I am trying to stop you from doing something stupid. If 
you won’t unlock me, on the off chance something comes 


through that door you need protection from, at least sit 
down a Safe distance from me and talk.” 


“You got anything to say, Turn? Want to talk about where 
my car is? Why you were trying to hold me here? What 


happened to Len? What connection Dean and the units have 
to whatever happened to Len? What connection you have? 
Did 


you pull that video out of his cold, dead hands, or did you 
arrange for the coldness to set in sometime after you left? 
Were all of you wanting me hospitalized to fuck up my alibi, 
whatever it might be, or to give me one?” 


He butted in. “To give you one!” 


An answer. Possibly a true one, at least from his 
perspective. 


It was a Start. 
“KT, he was dead when | saw him. | might shoot a man 


who was holding a gun on you, but | wouldn’t off a guy for 
threatening to embarrass you — or your parents.” 


| stepped over a crumbled biscuit covered in whitish fake 


gravy and picked up one of the dinette chairs. | set it 
against the side of the real bed and reversed it to have the 
back of the chair between my crotch and him. “lIl consider 
remaining here for the amount of time you continue 
talking.” 


“What happens when you get bored, KT? You have a 


reputation for taking off at the wrong time, heading in the 
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wrong direction, and ending up in the most god-awful 
messes. 


You going to leave me here until the cleaner comes in — 
bearing in mind | said we wouldn’t need any service today?” 


Back to the manipulation. | stood up. “Funny you should 
mention that. | feel a fugue state coming on now. Heigh-ho. | 
must be mentally unbalanced. Perhaps | should have myself 


Baker Acted. Or perhaps | shouldn’t. Either way, have fun 
dragging that bed after me. Barefoot.” 
“KT, wait!” 


The urgency didn’t sound like an act. But he wasn’t going to 
be straight with me, so maybe | did need to leave him alone 
to stew in this mess. Whatever it was. 


At least Len had been straight with me. Mostly. 


Well, no, he wasn’t. But knowing he wasn’t didn’t hurt. He 
wasn’t straight with anybody. 


Ought to be a gay joke in there somewhere, but | couldn’t 


find it. 
“Kendall! Don’t go!” The urgency was unmistakable now. 


“Bye, Turner.” | stepped out into the cold morning air and 
shivered. What would people think, seeing me topless with 
my shriveled blue nips in this weather? 


If I saw someone, | might ask. Or | might know without 
asking. 

Turn roared my name. Banged and clattered. Roared again. 
Why did he have the power to upset me? 


Around the back of the cabin | found a track leading over a 
rise and toward some power lines. Heigh-ho. Let’s go. 


My Kia was parked in a shady corner of a lot shared by the 
gas station/convenience store and a restaurant advertising 
twenty-four-hour breakfast and fresh seafood. | found our 


neatly folded suits in the trunk. Under them were my casual 
clothes and my shoes. My wallet and phone were under the 


doughnut spare, along with keys that must be his. 
A round woman in a red Dawgs sweatshirt came out of the 


restaurant and stared at me. | pulled on my polo and flipped 
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wave at her. She probably knew where the dryer was, with 
our socks and boxers, but | just wanted out of this place. | 
tripped over one of Turn’s shoes and pitched it at a nearby 
clump of palmetto. That was really adult, Kendall. 


So what? 
The better question was where to go. Not home. Not to 


class. Not back to the hereditary units. Certainly not to Len’s 
place. Ground zero, the old house off Phillips Highway. 
Several of my buddies shared it now. That would be the 
obvious 


option. 


Obvious might not be the best bet, under the 
circumstances. 


I wish | Knew to whom it would be obvious. 


Turn’s phone had a full charge, or close to it. It was set to 
the wrong time zone, though, someplace where it was three 
in the afternoon. Europe, maybe? 


In any case, his phone didn’t need charging. | wasn’t sure 
why that mattered, except that it kept my options wide- 
open. 


| mimicked my shrink’s voice. “Open options are a good 
thing.” 


But not when they’re so open they give no clue where to go 
next, Angie. 


| plugged in my phone. It also said eight minutes after three. 
The clock in the dash said three twenty-one. It gained a 


minute every time | turned the key; resetting it had become 
a weekly chore like clipping my nails. It had never gained or 
lost a matter of hours. 


Meaning | had. 

Why? | had slept past noon only a handful of times in my 
entire life. The blue pill wouldn’t do that to me. 

| nodded to the Dawgs fan and drove north. 


The time is out of joint. No shit. Someone was playing 
serious games with my reality paradigm here. 


Let’s blame Turn. | spit in his other shoe and pitched it out 
the window. 


| ought to call Len, see if he was really not dead. But if he 
was, did | want a call in to him on the phone records? We 
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hadn’t spoken since the beginning of the semester. The cops 
would be all over me, asking why I'd call today? 


Call nothing. | needed to know where to go. Not a stupid 
place or a random place. 


Why would a random choice be a stupid choice, though? / 
need more coffee. 


| pulled off the road at a hamburger place, which was of 


course serving lunch instead of breakfast. They 
nevertheless cheerfully handed me a large cup of coffee, 
along with half a cup of hot water and a double handful of 
sugars. And a double order of perfectly fried potatoes. 


| could live a long time on french fries alone. If the mood 
struck and the materials were at hand, | would try malt 


vinegar or mayonnaise on them. Sometimes ketchup. 
Sometimes 


mustard or pepper sauce. But just salt and black pepper 
were all they really needed. 


Trouble was, the better the fries are, the worse the rest of 
the food tastes. Invariable rule. 


Sure enough, the coffee was burned to start with and had 
sat on the burner for hours. | poured out a couple of ounces 
to make room for enough water and sugar to make it 
drinkable, then found 17, the old Coastal Highway. 


| took a U-turn and headed south, toward Jacksonville. 
Home. 
Why toward home, instead of staying in Georgia, where 


nobody knew where | was? | sifted possible answers and 
settled on Turn’s keys and wallet. More specifically on his 
address, right off the truck route in Jacksonville. 


He’d accused me of snooping. Maybe it was time to snoop. 


Get a few answers, learn a few more intelligent questions to 
ask. 


Predators get their status from a willingness and ability to 
crunch prey, but they get their power like everyone else, 
from swimming in the currency of information. From 
knowing 


what’s going on. 


| stopped in Savannah to buy a tablet computer that would, 
barely, fit into the cargo pocket on my khakis. The saleslady 
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eagerly unlocked it so | could check the fit, and was nice 
enough to be unobtrusive as she stood between me and the 


front door. 

The checkout guy looked at my ID and at the name on the 
Turner Industries card. He made a face. 

“I know,” | told him. “I legally changed my name months 


ago, but they’re being dickheads. Kendall Turner or Turner 
Kendall — what business is it of theirs?” 


“Oh.” He keyed in a code saying my ID matched. Not like 
he really cared. 


Back in the car, | plugged the ’puter in at the cigarette 
lighter to charge the battery. Then | adjusted my mirrors for 
a wider angle of vision. Realizing I’d done it mainly to exert 
ownership of my space, | had to laugh. Kendall Todd Turner, 
apprentice predator. 


Turn’s phone rang. After it stopped ringing, | waited until 
another mile marker had gone past, then checked the 
message. 


One unplayed message, from unlisted number 555-223- 
9653. 


Bad Wolf? 


“Why yes, Miss Recorded Voice, as it happens | do want to 
play the new message.” 


| expected to hear Father’s voice, but some man I’d never 


heard before snapped from the speaker. “Check in. This is 
not cool.” 


| tapped my fingers on the steering wheel and merged to 
the left to make room for construction work in the right lane. 
The caller, whom | didn’t know, had the right to snap at 
Turn. 


Someone from the school where he taught? 
| scrolled through the record of incoming calls: Father. 


Father. Bad Wolf. Bad Wolf. Father. Outgoing calls included a 
response to each of Father’s calls, and one call, around 
three yesterday afternoon, to Bad Wolf. 


| scrolled through the saved numbers. | knew all of them. If 
he used this phone just for dealing with my family — and 
Bad Wolf — where was his real phone? What information 
was on 


the real one that he couldn’t risk carrying it around? 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The address on Turn’s driver’s license was a box ata 
youmail-it store in a strip mall. As far as | know, that’s not 
legal. 


Which made it very interesting. 


| flicked the switch for my new computer’s hot spot locator, 
but saw a “Free Wi-Fi” sign at a coffee shop before it cycled 
through the power-on processes. 


Looking up Turn’s phone in a reverse directory got the same 
Strip mall address. Hmm...utility bill? Couldn’t find one. 


Newspaper subscription? Heigh-ho. This looked like a real 
address. 


Finding his street didn’t take long. Finding his block didn’t 
take long. Finding his apartment on that block took three 


passes. It and two other apartments shared the back wall of 
a warehouse. They probably functioned as security for the 


warehouse. 


| didn’t see a power meter. If it was like Len’s place, which 
was above a computer repair shop, the landlord paid the 
utilities and all. Great deal, if you can find it. 


I'd been looking for a place like this for the past couple of 
years, but finding one that was both tolerable and vacant 
took more luck than I’d had. 


Len’s would be vacant... 
No! | shook off the nausea. Fuck, no! 
The door opened to a galley-sized kitchen, with fruity 


wallpaper. The shelf over the table was stacked with 
textbooks and classwork folders. Just like that | was twelve 
again, doing homework at the kitchen table while Janet, the 
cook, kept us all on task and out of each other’s personal 
space. Janet’s kitchen smelled of nutmeg and garlic and all 
kinds of good things, though, while this one smelled of 
bleach. 
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The middle room was a Spartan sitting/living room 


dominated by a brontosaurus of a TV — using what looked 
like kinked-up coat-hanger wire for an antenna — and the 
kind of stereo only a desperate burglar would deign to haul 
off. Odd. | didn’t see Turn as the TV type. Much less 
broadcast. 


The plaid couch might have been comfortable sometime in 


the past, like when | was learning to brush my teeth around 
those stupid braces. Now it sagged ominously. The end table 
was curiously bare, its magazine pocket empty. 


Did Turn rent the place furnished? Is that why he hadn't 


bothered with a security system? Or, like Father, did he look 
down his nose on a security system dependent on paying 


minimum-wage workers to protect the priceless? 


So what, if anything, would be considered priceless here? 


Where had Turn hidden it? 
In the back room, a bed and dresser had been shoved 


together against the wall to make room for his Bowflex, with 
all the attachments. Other than that, the bedroom was, like 
the middle room, as impersonal as a motel room. 


And as clean. Even the ceiling fan blades had been dusted. 
A little OCD there, Turn? Or do you hire a cleaning service? 


Despite the worn carpet and furnishings, and despite 
Sharing a wall with a warehouse in an industrial zone, the 
room smelled like...like nothing. Neutral. Not even like 
bleach. 


The drawers looked exactly like he’d kept them in high 


school: rolled socks here, rolled undershirts there, rolled 
boxers in the top drawer. The bottom drawer had a book on 
how to 


design lesson plans along with how-tos on an assortment of 
programming languages from PERL on back. 


For what computer? “Where’s your computer, Turn?” 
Hmmm... 
Going back to the middle room, | pulled the couch away 


from the wall and tipped it on its back. The tautly stretched 
cloth covering the bottom of the frame was new, and so 
were the tacks holding it in place. | found a butter knife in 
the top kitchen drawer and pried off a few of the tacks. 


SMART ASS: CLOSE QUARTERS 37 


This had once been a sleeper sofa. Turn had taken out the 
mattress and replaced it with large cubes of foam. 


Once pulled out, the third foam chunk revealed a hollow cut 
to hold something wallet-sized. The fourth one had three 
Slits, each holding a strip-clip of bullets for a .38. So did the 
fifth. So where’s the .38 itself, Turn? 


The sixth had a better phone than Turn carried. | checked, 
but it was encrypted. | could bring in my new ‘puter from 
the car and try to break the encryption, but | was just as 
likely to screw things up and end up with nothing usable 
anyway. 


Besides, that would take time. 


And | was really more interested in the gun. Unless he had 
discarded it, say because any bullets fired from it would 
have an unfortunate resemblance to a bullet found in Len, 
Turn had a 


.38 hidden somewhere close by. 
Knowing Father, | didn’t want to know why Turn owned a 


handgun. | also didn’t want to get my fingerprints on it. But | 
had to see it. Had to. 


| went back through the first two chunks of foam, eventually 
finding a slit hiding a small key. Heigh-ho. 


| put everything but the key back and tacked the cloth in 


place. Settled the couch back in place too, its feet matching 
the dents pressed into the worn carpet. 


Standing in the center of the room, | looked around again. If 
| were Len, and this were my place, where would | put, say, 
a half-ounce bag of candy-weed? 


Behind one of the AC registers, of course. 
To save time, | turned the heat up to 90 degrees and went 


from register to register, feeling for the one that wasn’t 
blasting hot air. 


Every one of them blasted hot air at my hands. So much for 
that idea. 


| turned the heat back to a normal level and sat at the 
kitchen table to collect my thoughts. 
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Len’s dealer kept his big stash in the oven. | checked. 
Nothing. 

Behind the bathroom mirror? No, the screws holding it in 


place had been painted over many times. Toilet tank? 
Nothing. 


Undersides of the kitchen drawers? Nothing. | did find a set 
of Prius keys and a motley assortment of hand tools in one 
of the drawers. The hammer didn’t have a claw-head, 
though. 


Turn had used something else to pry his tacks loose. 


Nothing was under the bed or between mattress and box 


spring. The closet didn’t have a fake wall. Between the 
cabinet tops and the ceiling | found nothing but dust and a 
set 


mousetrap. 
When the trap snapped its wire down, | snatched my hand 


back. Then | climbed higher to eyeball it. Just a mousetrap 
with an antique scab of what looked like chunky peanut 
butter. No, the trap wasn’t attached to an alarm wire. lI’d 
found the outer limits of Turn’s OCD housecleaning. 


| kept looking. Yeah, I’m stubborn. So sue me. 
The fridge had condiments, an opened box of Bisquick, a 


loaf of rye, and some Seriously Sharp cheese. The freezer 
had half a dozen frozen microwave meals, none of which hid 
a 


pistol or lockbox, and a bag of Kona Blend coffee that 
smelled more like a nice Kenyan Arabica with a delicate 
touch of vanilla. 


| didn’t find a pistol in the coffee, either. 
The microwave and coffeemaker were empty, and nothing 


was under or behind them. Behind the fridge was a pile of 
dust and crap. The kickplate under the kitchen cabinets 
couldn’t be removed without splintering ancient wood. Real 
plywood — 


that’s how ancient it was. 


Back up. Regroup. Was the dinosaur TV a hollowed-out safe? 


| turned it on. Got GPTV. Turned it off. 
| poked through the tool drawer again and found half a 
spool of picture-hanging wire. 


Heigh-ho. No pictures. Not a picture in the place. My pulse 
sped up. What did you hang, Turn, and where did you hang 
it? 


My phone rang. The caller screen said Champagne B. 
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Okay, lIl bite. “Hello?” 

“KT, don’t get excited. I’m at the florist across the street.” 


Turn. Of course he knew I was here. My car was parked at 
the front door. I’d parked nose out so | wouldn’t be 
displaying my tag to anyone who drove by, but Turn knew 
what my car 


looked like. 


“I’m not going to hurt you, KT. Sit down. We can talk. Are 
you sitting down, KT?” 


“No.” Why are you talking like my old shrink on a bad 
Monday? 


“Sit down, KT. Just sit down. Okay?” 


| set the wire back and silently covered it with a pair of 
needle-nose Vise-Grips. “You talk like I’m a nutcase, Turn. 


Have you any idea how irritating that can be?” 


“Hey, spending time with your people could make a nutcase 
of anyone.” 

True that. 

“May | come in, KT? You going to let me in?” 


You're talking like a hostage negotiator. Ah! You think I’m 
armed. 


You think I’ve found your gun. 


So there was a gun around here, in one of these rooms. | 
grinned at the phone. “Sure, Turn. It is your place, after all.” 


If he was just across the street, | didn’t have time to put the 
key back. If he searched me, or if | was arrested and 
searched, having that key would say | knew too much. | slid 
it under the microwave, then opened the door. 


Turn, barefoot, wearing gray sweatpants and the blue shirt 
I'd bought him, came from across the street at me. Despite 
the bare feet, he looked scary, like the marshal in a 
gunslinger movie, intent and alert and covering ground. 


He stopped at the edge of the road. “Come on out, KT.” 
Why would | do that? The day had only gotten colder as 


afternoon thinned out to evening, and neither of us was 
here to enjoy the weather. A warm draft came from behind 
me, as if reaching for him. Wasted electricity — Angie would 
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for that. But Turn wasn’t going to worry about wasting a bit 
of the landlord’s electricity. 


| put my hands on the door frame at head level, to show 
him | wasn’t holding a gun on him. 

He came forward to the nose of my car and put his hands 
on it. Showing me his big hands as I’d shown him mine? 


No. He pushed down the car, rocking it on its shocks. Did a 
Kia have shocks? Okay, its struts. Whatever my car had, it 
was mine, and he had no reason to mess with it. 


Recognizing my spurt of chest-thumping possessiveness let 


me set aside my emotions and judge the interaction like an 
anthropologist. 


Yeah, | was messing with his territory, but messing with my 
car didn’t seem to be a response so much as an attempt to 
elicit a response from me. 


So he was challenging me. Threatening my property in order 
to provoke me to come out and defend it. So he could... 
what? 


I'd already shown him | wasn’t holding his gun. Why would 
he want me outside? 


“C’mon, KT. Come on out.” 


Nonsensically, | heard Janet with my older niece. Say 
pweeeze. 


| shook my head. Him wanting me to come out of the 
apartment made me want to stay in it. “Who rescued you, 


Turn?” 


“| did.” 
Behind me! | leaped out the door. 
Turn jumped forward, caught me, and pivoted. 


Wham! Heavy weight flattened me against the door of my 
own car. Again. Just not face-first this time. 


“I got him,” Turn said, his breath in my ear. 


IfI humped your crotch, you’d let me go! | didn’t have wind 
to say the words. Was it worth demonstrating? No, not 
unless | had an impressive hard-on to display, and right now 
| didn’t. 


“Might as well bring him inside,” the other man said. 
SMART ASS: CLOSE QUARTERS 41 


This time | tagged the voice: Bad Wolf. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


As soon as Turn and | came in the door, Bad Wolf took my 
elbow and spun me to face the fridge. 


Okay, we’re playing cops and robbers and I’m the burglar. 
Fair enough. 


Identifying the game makes it so much easier to play by the 
rules. | helpfully put my hands on top of the freezer. 


Bad Wolf searched me with blunt-fingered, fudge brown 


hands. He took his time removing every individual item from 
Turn’s pockets, examining it, and setting it gently on the 
stovetop. 


| wasn’t exactly a pro at being searched, but | guessed he 
was a pro at conducting a search. And that he was 
protracting the process while Turn made muted scraping 
and shuffling 


noises out of sight. He/gh-ho. The hidden stuff was in the 
middle room. | should’ve checked under the TV and stereo. 


When Turn came back, | couldn’t resist a gasp. “Harder! 
Higher! Ah!” 

“Knock it off, KT.” 

From the degree of relief Turn showed, he hadn't noticed 


the key was missing. 


Turn picked his belongings from the items on the stove, 


hesitated over my car keys, pocketed those too, then 
pushed the rest toward me. “Sit down, KT.” 


“You going to introduce me to your buddy? Don’t y’all owe 
me that after he’s felt me up so thoroughly?” 

Bad Wolf didn’t respond. 

My first thought upon seeing him was he looked like a 


mahogany cat: thinner than me, taller, and as graceful as 
flowing syrup. His blunt, square hands didn’t match. He 
wore a severely trimmed salt-and-pepper chin-bush, an off- 
the-rack grayish suit, and a mostly yellow kente cloth tie. 
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black, or so dark it showed black in this light, but when he 
turned to face me, | saw the other eye was brilliant topaz. 


The proportions were wrong, but I still saw a yellow-gold 
exclamation point, reversed. 


He loosened his bright tie and sat down at one of the three 
kitchen chairs. “I normally say ‘I’m Sweet,’ but after that 
crack | think l'Il specify that I’m Ron Sweet. You can call me 
Ron or Mr. Sweet.” 


“You're Turn’s boss?” 


He tilted his head and studied me with those eclipse eyes of 
his. “What an interesting inference to draw. Where did it 
come from?” 


| started to take the chair opposite him, so he and Turn 


couldn’t whipsaw me between them, but Turn beat me to it. 
| leaned back against the sink instead. “First, you’re talking 
like he isn’t here, in his own kitchen. Second, | heard how 
you told him 


‘not cool.’ Definitely a boss-type message.” 

Sweet looked at Turn. Turn looked at Sweet. 

| drummed my heel against the cabinet to interrupt their 
telegraph. “Hello! Nice to meet you, Sweetie. I’m Kendall 
Turner, with Kendall spelled the same way Turn spells his 
middle name. | take it the two of you are into industrial 
security? Or insecurity, as the case might be?” 

Turn grinned. “I was about to ask what facts you were 
standing on when you jumped to that conclusion, but never 
mind. We are, in a way.” 

“In what way? Never mind. You’re an accountant, and not 


all of them are bespectacled or even respectable. Did you 
kill Len?” 


Turn’s face went still. “I have never killed anyone, KT, and | 
hope I never have to.” 


| looked at Sweet. 


He looked back. “Me neither.” 


“So a blackmailer just happens to show up while you were 
spying on Father, snooping into his accounts?” 
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Sweet nodded thoughtfully, lids low over his eyes as if he 
knew how distracting they were. 


Duh. How could he not know? 

He gave a faint smile. “You’re right. He’s not at all slow.” 
“Hello! Sweetie! | haven’t left the room!” 

This time the nod looked more like a miniature bow. “l 
apologize, Mr. Turner.” 

| didn’t know how to take that. Well, | knew the words. 
“Think nothing of it, Mr. Sweet.” 

Turn got up and pulled the coffee out of the freezer. | 


moved aside to let him reach the coffee machine, then 
realized he’d vacated the seat | wanted. | took it with silent 
thanks. “So how did you sneak up on me, Mr. Sweet?” 


“| let TK distract you while | came in through the back 
window.” 


TK? I'd nicknamed him that when Mother forbade me to call 
him Turner. “Turn has an unsecured rear entry? Turn, you 
ought not let people know about that. Unless you like having 
all kinds of strange men squeezing in on you.” 


Turn’s ears went red. He kept fiddling with the coffeepot 
and didn’t say a word. 
| grinned. “So what do you two do, Mr. Sweet?” 


“As you guessed, | supervise Scott. | do have other people to 
keep track of as well, and this is not even my territory, but 
sometimes keeping ahead of this one is a full-time job. He 
was on his own until the matter of your friend Leonard came 


up. 


My condolences, sir. | understand you were no longer close, 
but it must still have come as quite a shock. If your 
counselor falls short in helping you through your 
bereavement, | can 


recommend someone who is really very good.” 
| looked at the wallpaper, stylized pomegranates and 
grapevines in dull shades of red-brown and green-brown. 


“Angie and | can communicate,” | finally said. “I assume 
she’s versed in the basic stages of grief.” 
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“So you know about the stages. That does help. Just don’t 
expect the stages to come in order or to take place ina 


predictable amount of time. Things tend to hit in the quiet 
moments.” 


He sounded like he knew what he was talking about. And 
here | kept studying the wallpaper. 


Neither of us said anything for a few minutes. | looked from 
the wallpaper to my hands, to the neat stump that remained 
of my left pinkie, which didn’t have a nail to scratch any 
sensitive places, then back to the scratched and worn 
wallpaper. Odd parts of my face threatened to cramp, but | 
was too well bred to rub them at table, in front of a stranger. 


More, | didn’t want to see his black and gold eyes. They 


might have pity instead of sympathy, and | don’t think | 
could have handled even sympathy right then. Nor could | 
have kept my focus if, as quiet and matter-of-fact as that 
voice sounded, he was watching me with vulture eyes. 


Turn set a cup of coffee in front of me. 
| inhaled the vanilla-laced aroma. | would have guessed a 


driven guy like Turn to gravitate more to the paint-thinner 
style of coffee. | looked up at him. He’d taken my place at 
the sink. 


The table wasn’t big enough for three men when one of 
them was his size. 


Another unexpected delicacy. He was a stranger, after all, 
even if we had spent eight years in the same house, in 
adjacent bedrooms. “Thanks, Turn.” 


“You're welcome, KT. Drink up.” 


| sipped at it. | love a mild roast, lightly sweetened, and my 
face unknotted as | drank. “It’s great.” 


“Sometimes a cup of coffee is exactly what a man needs.” 


Sweet raised his cup to Turn. “Excellent as always. Thank 
you.” 


“You're welcome, as always.” Turn had his own mug. 


We all three sipped, in a silence that became 
companionable. 


Until | realized what a dirty trick Sweet had played, to get 
me off the subject of what he and Turner did. | breathed 
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was sure the anger wouldn’t show, and put that tidbit in a 
mental file for later exploration. 


To divert attention from any expression | might have 
shown, | asked, “What kind of warehouse is that?” 
Father was always commenting about going to one 


warehouse or another. I’d once sneaked onto his computer 
and switched around the data for three of them. Then lived 
in sick terror he’d find out | was the one who'd done it. 


Turn shrugged. “Most of the labels are in Korean. Stuff 


comes in containerized, by train from the port, and goes out 
containerized on trucks.” 


“Is it one of Father’s?” 


“He doesn’t claim it on his taxes, but I’ve seen some familiar 
faces.” 


“They have a hell of a compressor,” Sweet noted, changing 


the subject. “But it isn’t running.” 


“It hasn’t run since I’ve been here. There are a few 


refrigerated rooms in there, but they don’t seem to be used 
in that capacity now.” 


| finished my cup. “You’re not curious? | would be.” 
The other men grinned at one another. 


Turner refilled my cup. “Sweet keeps telling me to put a rein 
on my curiosity. If you worked for him, you’d choke to death 
on unsatisfied curiosity.” 


Sweet held up his cup for a refill, and Turn emptied the pot 
into it. Sweet saluted him with the cup. “Put a rein on means 
control, guide, or direct. | didn’t say rein in, and | don’t 
mean stifle. 


I’ve never stifled you. You just have to respect the process.” 


Yeah, the sacred process. Whatever it was. Time to circle 
back. “So what do you two do, exactly?” 


Sweet watched me. “We find things out, and we tell people 
about what we’ve found out.” 

No low blows yet. Sounded almost like an attempt to find 
common ground. 
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Father had taught me how tricky common ground could be, 


though. | decided to lure Sweet out. “Sounds like what any 
researcher does.” 


He looked at me through his tightly curled lashes, which 


blended into the black and stood out sharply against the 
topaz. 


“Most researchers.” 
“So why do | suspect you don’t get your paychecks signed 


by Turner Industries, or the Turner Trust? Who do you work 
for instead? Blue Marou? Gelert? The National Association 
for the Arts? One of the PACs? Who?” 


Sweet laughed. “None of the above. The question that 
concerns us is where do you stand?” 
Time for my own sidestep. Honesty, in measured doses, can 


be useful for that. “I can’t tell you where | stand until | know 
the lay of the land. Most importantly, how somebody’s need 
to get rid of Len has figured into whatever you two are 
doing.” 


Sweet set down his cup. “As far as we know, it doesn’t 


figure in. It’s just something else going on that will probably 
complicate our work. An unfortunate coincidence.” 


Yeah, right. “Coincidence doesn’t form patterns, Sweetie. At 
best, you can convince me there’s a lack of causation and 
an unknown correlation.” 


“What patterns do you see, Mr. Turner?” 


Which one first? “Look, in my senior year of high school, 


one of my classmates and his brother tried to blackmail my 
parents. | hadn’t seen Turn in over three years, but he 
Showed up out of nowhere and made the threat go away. 
Poof! Then Turn disappeared again. Years go by. Turn 
reappears. Within a few weeks, I’m the subject of a second 
blackmail demand. 


Heigh-ho, here’s Turn, already on hand to make it go away. 
See my point?” 


Why had Len himself resurfaced? | could see him hiding a 


camera after I'd said no to filming our sessions, but how had 
blackmail come to his mind? Because he’d heard of Turn’s 


return, maybe? 
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Had | ever told him about the first blackmail? Not that | 
could remember, meaning not when I was sober. 

Had | told him about my fantasies starring Turn? Or the 


time I|’d hidden in the Lady Banksia during the final night of 
the Autumn Festival, when the awards were being 
announced, and creamed my whitey-tighties while watching 
him pork Dean’s 


date? 
Again, | wouldn’t have mentioned a word if sober. If drunk? 
All bets were off. Another reason not to get drunk. 


| frowned. The looming festival, the Autumn Festival for 


the Arts, was another common element. Mother lived for it, 
her moment of power. Mother’s man, Wilson, knew his year- 
round job depended on his ability to flawlessly execute the 

festival’s 


‘exterior decor.’ Painters, sculptors, and anxiously creative 
caterers made or lost careers based on their performances 
on those three evenings. So did politicians, for that matter. 


Did Len know any of that? 


The first blackmail threat, years ago, had enclosed a copy of 
the invitation list and an offer to send photos to every 
address on it. But it had been organized by a day student at 
my prep school and his older brother. Guys who knew the 
local politics as well as | did. 


I'd never seen Len show any trace of such awareness. “Turn, 
how would Len know that this was the best — or worst — 
time of the year to try his hand at blackmail?” 


“Anyone with a Google Alert on your family might know. 


The papers, the school bulletins, all those things are buzzing 
with speculation about this year’s festival.” 


“When was the first notice anyone got that Len had decided 
to market his home movies?” 


“I found out about it Tuesday afternoon. Your father called 
me right at two thirty, as | was heading out for my principles 
of accounting 1101 class. He was agitated. Insisted | come 


immediately. | told him I’d come right after class. He told me 
to skip the class.” 


“Did you?” 
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“No. | figured hearing no occasionally would do a man like 
him good. Had I known why he wanted me, | would have 


Skipped class anyway. Things might have been different.” 


“Different how?” Are you saying Len might not have ended 
up dead? 


Assuming, of course, he truly was dead. | had too easily 


swallowed that “fact,” along with their protestations that 
they had nothing to do with making him dead. My tendency 
to 


believe people had gotten me in trouble often enough 
before. 


You'd think | would outgrow it. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Turn looked at Sweet, who nodded. “In that hour, which 


became two hours with the traffic, things got out from under 
me. | sent the cash to the drop point, but no one collected 
it.” 


“Sent?” 
He stopped, looked at Sweet again, and got a finger’s 


straightening of a cue. “Yeah, | sent Dean to drop it, and to 
watch it. | meanwhile backtracked to Len Stewart’s place. | 
found him deceased, with the apartment trashed. | took his 
hard drive and everything | thought might be an external 


backup device, but couldn’t take time for a real search. Got 
home, found that the hard drive had self-destruct traps all 
through it.” 


| found a cuticle sticking out beside my thumbnail, begging 
to be nibbled. He sent the cash with Dean. That must chap 
Dean’s ass, to move from heir apparent to chief gopher. 
Dean historically had issued orders to Wilson when he 
needed more hands than his own. But while Wilson’s loyalty 
tended toward the fanatic, he owed it only to Mother. 


If the hard drives committed hara-kiri, how did you get the 
video Father played? And what computer had he used to 
examine Len’s hard drive? “You didn’t bring any hard drive 
here. There’s nothing here to search with.” 


“Home to San Marco — where your parents live. | use the 


garage apartment now.” 

He sounded embarrassed. Good. Going crawling back to 
Father was... 

Was not what he’d done. He was spying on Father, and by 
extension on Mother and everyone else. 

This place had such a motel-room feel because it was no 
more than an elaborate hiding place for his safe. So what 
ee hide here? “Why do you keep your computer and all 
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Turn? Don’t you need twice as long to get to the TI offices 
from San Marco?” 


“I find having a computer there convenient.” 
Heavy tone. End-of-discussion tone. Heigh-ho, I’d touched 


a sore point. | tucked that puzzle piece away for later. The 
sore points are always the ones worth exploring, but not 
necessarily immediately. So what would be a good reason? 
“They finally got wireless, didn’t they? | bet you use some 
version of Back Office to see what’s on the screen of every 
computer in the house.” 


Bad Wolf grinned. “It’s not quite that easy.” 
“Sure it is. Especially with Windows. So what are you 


looking for, Turn?” 


“They don’t use Windows.” 

“How inconvenient. You had to take a couple of extra steps. 
So what’re you looking for?” 

“Tell him.” 

Turn scowled. “I set a camera to watch a file folder 


containing documents that are not supposed to exist. | 
wanted a record of who picked up that folder or looked in it. 
But one of the things that happened was that my camera 
disappeared.” 


“Along with the contents of the folder.” 
“Right.” 


A camera can be pea-sized. A camera with memory is 
harder 


to hide. “You didn’t have a constant feed from the camera, 
so you could archive the images on your hard drive or on an 


external memory?” 
Turn collected the cups and rinsed them. “Didn’t dare 


allocate enough bandwidth to allow for that. Nor could | 
keep recording with decent resolution for more than a 
couple of hours without downloading the accumulated 
images.” 


| bet decent resolution means you could read the text. 
“What was in the folder?” 


“Documents nobody would admit existed. | wanted to know 


who did know.” 

“So you were filming who approached your desk?” 
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“Dean’s, actually.” 

Dean was important enough to spy on? And here | thought 


he barely had the authority to shake his own dick in the 
john. “I wouldn’t expect Dean to think of looking for a 
camera.” 


Mother, certainly. Having grown up in the Watergate era, 
she insisted on sweeping her areas for bugs at least once a 
week. 

“Was your camera a little too obvious? Or did someone give 
him a hint? Or did something come up that would make 
even 

Dean paranoid?” 


Sweet rocked his chair on its back legs. “Maybe a bit of all 
three factors.” 


| grinned at him. Couldn’t help it. 

“Don’t do it, KT.” 

| blew Turn a quick kiss. “How’s the head?” 

“Hurts like a son of a bitch, you skinny-assed son of a bitch. 


Remind me to explain how that works sometime.” 


Sweet set his chair on all fours and looked back and forth 
between us. “What did | just miss?” 


“That’s how he got the drop on me. We were sitting 


peacefully at the table until | rocked back in my chair, and 
then he knocked me into Tuesday.” 


“Can you blame me?” 
Turn studied me a minute, then smiled. “I guess | can’t.” 
“I bicycle, you know. My ass isn’t the least bit skinny.” 


“Your ass is perfect, of course. What Turner’s ass could be 
anything less than the epitome of perfect assdom?” 


“I finished the Ironman this summer. The race you and 
Dean both dropped out of, two years running.” 
He grinned again. “I know. | downloaded and compiled 


every camera angle that showed the barest glimpse you, 
and | made an MP4 out of it for your mom.” 


Mother? Why? 


His grin faded. “She gives a shit, believe it or not. She gives 
more than a shit.” 
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“But | didn’t win.” 


“You finished. Finishing is winning with the Ironman. Dean 
couldn’t finish. | gave up as soon as | was sure he'd dropped 
out. You did what we couldn’t.” 


He was being dense. “I didn’t win.” 


He dismantled the coffeepot and cleaned it. | watched him. | 
think Sweet watched me. 


Turn had to have acted on some miscue. Winning is 


everything for a Turner. Nobody spends time watching a 
loser. 


| barely remembered the last leg of the Ironman — I was in 
the straggling mass that barely completed the course, long 
after the big media trucks had packed up. No one with any 
sense 


would have bothered recording my part, there in the 
shambling mass of people too stubborn to admit they might 
as well give up. Except, maybe, to catch a Turner staggering 
instead of swaggering. 


“Kendall.” 
| moved my attention to Sweet. 
“We are trying to ascertain information, and proof of who 


knows it. This information might do your family harm — but 
only if your family is breaking a few of the more necessary 
laws. 


We're not out for mischief or personal gain. Knowing that, 
are you going to get in our way? Or will you agree to let the 
chips fall as they may?” 


But I don’t know that . I only know you say that. “Look, Mr. 


Sweet, | don’t have enough information to give you any 


promises what l'Il do, or how l'Il react. But when people earn 
serious karma, | generally don’t go out of my way to save 
them from it.” 


Turn would know what | meant. The hereditary units aren’t 


into pure mischief, though they do make a science of 
applied mischief. An it harm none, it ain’t worth doing. 


Who’d said that? Wilson. He’d been quoting someone, but 
once he found out | was listening he’d chased me off. 
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| tried to hold a poker-playing face while thinking of Mother 
saying ain’t. | failed. 


Turn squatted by my chair, so his eyes — a Turner’s deeply 
set silvery eyes under alien dark brows — had to look up to 
see me. “Will you give us the benefit of the doubt, KT? Will 
you go that far, without us having to lay any more of our 
cards on the table?” 


For you, yes. | swallowed against some un-Turnerish 
emotion. 


“Yeah, | guess. | mean, l'Il give you the benefit of the doubt, 
so long as the doubts don’t pile too deep. You might want to 
think about showing more cards, though, to keep down my 
paranoia level.” 


Sweet chuckled, nodding at me like | was a three-year-old 


who'd figured out how to turn a key in a lock. “Curiosity. It’s 
an addiction. Indulging it can be dangerous.” 


“You will, | hope, take due note that | don’t jump up and 


yell, ‘Are you threatening me?’ Got that? Okay, now take a 
look at the patterns I’m seeing, if you would please be sooo 
kind. My amassed next of kin want me put away for a while. 
They’ve 


done this twice before, once just because | refused to 
change the crowd | was running with. Both times, someone 
who'd 


caused problems permanently disappeared during my 
temporary disappearance. Both times, | asked questions and 
got 


stonewalled. Now a guy | used to be real fond of is dead 
because of his association with me. | might have escaped 


getting put away this time, but between you and Turn here, | 
might as well be under arrest. And still | might as well be 
asking questions of a brick wall. | have more than idle 
curiosity at stake here!” 


Turn grabbed my hand. | hadn’t realized | was half standing, 
jabbing a finger at Sweet, until Turn stopped me. “You're 
right, KT.” 

| sat back down. What power did he have, to knock the 


resistance out of me with three quiet words? | took a 
counted breath, held it, then let it out. “Yeah? When is being 
right going to do me some good? Like maybe dig some 
answers out of 


you?” 
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“Frankly, KT, | didn’t know how ‘ex’ you and Len were, and 
your parents insisted you needed to be ‘spared the details’ 
until you were well sedated. When I tried to sedate you, | 
fucked up and let you take a pill that sedated you right 
through the floor. | didn’t know what other pills you might 
have taken or how they might affect you or what other 
substances you might have on board. | wanted you to clean 
your system out for a full 24 hours before —” 


He looked down at my hand, and released it hurriedly. “l 


wanted you isolated there on the beach. It was a safe place. 
| still want you safe. Will you come back to the beach with 
me? 


We'll pick up a computer. You can access your online 
backup, if you have one, or tap into the department’s 
memory for your thesis notes. Then you can spend a day or 
two on your paper with no distractions. Doesn’t that sound 
worthwhile?” 


“Sounds like an exercise in frustration, since getting there, 
getting a computer, getting the computer set up the way | 
like it, and tapping my notes would take a day or two. Come 
up with a better story, please.” Yeah, | already had a 
computer, but saying so would turn the conversation in 
other directions. Wouldn’t do anything to squeeze the truth 
out of him. 


“You need a place to go,” he insisted. “I want you there.” 
“Clean out my system before what, Turn?” 
His vein bulged. “Before | told you Leonard Stewart was 


tortured to death.” 


Tortured? | couldn’t breathe. 

“Among other things, parts of his anatomy were 
Superfrozen and forcibly inserted into other parts.” 

My imagination supplied the frozen parts in anime style, 


cross-section, and | really didn’t want to ask if I’d guessed 
right. 


| covered my face with both hands and concentrated on 


breathing, not puking, not fainting. Inhale two three four five 
si 


— inhale, two three four five six seven... 


When | could look around again, the lights were brilliant and 
haloed. | made fists and rested my forehead on them. 
“Liquid nitrogen?” 
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“Right.” 
A Greek chorus. How nice. They must both suspect I’d had 


a hand in it, even if they were willing to treat me like a 
human being until proven otherwise. The cops wouldn’t be 
SO 


generous. 
They both stared at me. Waiting. 


My skin prickled. “Uh, guys — I haven’t ordered any LN 


this whole year. You can check on that.” 

Sweet half nodded. “Turner Lab received a shipment on 
Monday, though.” 

“| don’t have a lab key, in case you failed to notice. Of 


course, | might have it hidden up my ass. You didn’t search 
there.” | stood up and pulled at the belt buckle. 


“Sit down, KT. Why don’t you have a key? | thought all the 
teaching assistants have them?” 


| smiled, but from the way they both straightened, it must 
have looked more like a snarl. “Because I’m irresponsible! 
Ask how | got kicked out of the chemistry program.” 


Turn stood, put his scarred left hand on my shoulder. 


“Gotcha. We'll look elsewhere. Believe me, KT, we're on your 
side.” 


For now. He didn’t have to add that out loud. | put my head 
back down on my fists. 


Inhale...two...three...four...five... 


| tried not to think of Len. Maybe later, when | felt more 
grounded. Less floaty and unreal. 


| had to trust somebody. Angie always says so. Turn was a 


better choice than any of my close kin. He’d always been 
fair. 


Sometimes better than fair. No reason to think he had 
changed. 


Just please, please...don’t be setting me up for a murder 
rap. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Sweet and Turn put their heads together over some serious 


texting, Sweet with a BlackBerry and Turn with the phone 
from under the couch. Sweet was telling Turn what forms to 
fill out and where to find them. 


Turn was muttering about how much easier this would be 


with a copy and paste function, or better yet with his ’puter. 
| didn’t offer up mine even though my keyboard, tiny as it 
was, would be ten times easier to type on. 


| went outside, wishing the area were darker or more 


isolated so | could do calming exercises without feeling like 
people were staring at me. Had to settle for pacing the 
crumbly edge of the road, careful to stay in sight of the 
open door so my babysitters wouldn’t feel the need to call 
me in. | couldn’t even cross the street without a big kid to 
hold my widdle hand. 


| kicked the Kia. Then | went around the corner and kicked a 
dent in the door of the Prius parked under the flagpole. 
Drew a cock and balls in spit on the windshield right in front 
of the steering wheel. Something wet had been left inside 
the car; the inside of the glass was filmed with moisture. 
Careless, Turn. Do that with the Lincoln and Father will 
explain the situation. 


That side of the building stank. The privacy fence just past 
the Prius might hide garbage cans, but it smelled more like 
some poor cat had crawled back there to die. 


| came back and glared into the darkened doorway to Turn’s 
apartment. No response. | kicked the Kia again. 


Okay, so much for the tantrum. 
Turn and Sweet acted like cops, not corporate spies. What 


cop would cross a state line with a possible fugitive? A fed. 
Had to be. 


Which flavor of fed? The feds had changed since my eighth- 


grade civics class. | knew the homeland security people had 
shuffled the jurisdictions of the FBI, the ATF, the marshals, 
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treasury/secret service, and whoever else. | just didn’t know 
how or how much. 


According to Dean, Father had moved quite a lot of untaxed 
tobacco when he and Mother were newly married. When | 
was 


six, I'd once sneaked into Father’s old workroom and caught 
him printing strips of fifty-dollar bills on thick, tawny paper. 


Making a little pocket change, he'd said, with that fake 
sound even a six-year-old knows isn’t a laugh. 


It had to be play money, I’d thought. 
He’d printed a couple dozen more strips, with me watching 


and asking questions, in quite the jolliest hour we’d ever 
spent together. He told me the paint was mixed with 
different 


amounts of elf-pee to get the exact right shades of green, 
and | remember asking if it was boy-elf-pee or girl-elf-pee. | 
hung the printed strips of paper on like a clothesline to dry 
while he painstakingly aligned the next strip in the press; 
then he let me spin the wheel to mash the plates together 
with the paper 


sandwiched between them. 
When we ran out of paper, he took the printing plates off 


the press and set them in a cardboard box with the leftover 
paint. | helped him fold and stack the dried paper strips atop 
the plates. When the box had been folded shut, he dared 
me to put my little finger in the press, then tighten it as far 
as | could. 


| refused. 
Ah, you're a baby. Dean would do it. 
So of course | did it. 


| stopped turning the wheel only when my fingertip pulsated 
with pain. | grinned at Father. So sure he’d be impressed. 


He wrenched another three-quarter turn out of the wheel. 
| screamed, and kept screaming while Father flipped a 


switch, locking the wheel. Locking the press. Locking me in 
place. 


He strolled off with his cardboard box, whistling. 


Eventually, Dean found me. And no, neither he nor Mother 


— nor the emergency room doctor — would believe what 
had 
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happened. Nobody would ever believe a word | said about 
any of it. | gave up trying. 


| assumed Father made his pocket change that way only 


once or twice. A fool is a guy who pulls the same stunt three 
times, he’d once told me, or more likely told Dean while | 
was listening in. 


Three times is a pattern, and patterns get you caught. 


| didn’t know what Father was into these days. Besides the 
politics of the local art scene, which had always been 
Mother’s primary interest, and some kind of three-way 
international trading that | didn’t follow at all. 


Mother had always kept her manicured hands clean. Or at 
least made sure | never heard a whisper to the contrary. 
This business of documents people denied knowing about 


could be related to the international trading. Or maybe 
stock market manipulation. Neither of which was necessarily 
illegal. 


For all | Knew, Father had been completely legitimate 


for...Since before Turn left. | think since a few years before 
Turn left. 


Letting go of Turn and letting go of the shadier business: 
correlation, causation, or coincidence? | didn’t know enough 


to guess. 


If Father is completely legitimate now, why would the feds 
be watching him? People do get wrongfully accused, but 
Turn’s involvement reduced the chances of that. 


That little computer should be fully charged by now. 


| could go inside and politely ask Turn to hand me my keys 
so | could get to it, or | could pop out the Plexiglas back 
window Len had installed for me and just get it. Yeah. Just 
get it. 


| climbed on the roof of the Kia with it so nobody could say | 
was hiding. 


Sweet came to the door. “What do you have there, son?” 
“I gots a widdle game, Daddy. You want to approve it, or 
just let me play?” 
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He went back to the table. 

Yes, we have Internet. 

None of my e-mail accounts had anything to immediately 


grab my attention, meaning nothing from Len or Turn or the 
police. 


Okay, Internet, how many federal law enforcement agencies 


have offices in Jacksonville, Savannah, or points in between? 


Ugh. Lots of them. On my ‘puter, | could just set up a search 
function to go through one after the other looking for Scott 
or Sweet. On this one, | had to look manually. Of course, not 
all the sites had official personnel directories. | accessed a 
site that digs through intranets and checked how many of 
these agencies had been dug through. Lots. He/gh-ho, find 
“Sweet.” 


Sweet, Ronald R. Federal Bureau of Investigation, Savannah 
office. 


A fed. Fed of all feds. / knew it! 

| downloaded his phone number and e-mail and backed up 
to the beginning of the S list. 

Scott, Eugene H.; Scott, Nancy A.; Scott, Turner K. 


Seeing it there in glowing pixels made me stare awhile. 
Then | downloaded his contact info. The emergency contact 
was 


blank. Of course. He’d come to us when his mother was 


hospitalized. She’d apparently walked out of the hospital 
one day and simply disappeared. | had no idea whether she 
was even alive. | don’t think Turn knew either. 


Circle back: Len’s e-mail accounts. He had only two, one for 
school and one for personal, and only a few passwords that 
he cycled through with a predictability I’d warned him 
about. 


Lenliness opened his personal account. 


Dean. He’d e-mailed the video to Dean. On Monday. 


Father had called in Turn on Tuesday afternoon. 

What happened between Monday and Tuesday? 

| tucked that question into my mental shoe box with the 
other puzzle pieces, and went back to the FBI intranet site. 
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What forms had Turn most recently accessed? Couldn’t get 


them. Most recently saved? No results. Not for him and not 
for Sweet. 


My phone rang. | checked the caller ID. Mother. | waited 
for her to give up and then checked the message. 


“Kendall, call home. | am very worried about you. You’re to 
meet with counsel in the morning, and there are a few 
matters we should go over privately first.” 


Great. | had a lawyer Mother didn’t trust. 


She hadn’t even mentioned Turn. Well, she wouldn’t, if she 
could possibly help it. 


“Who was that, KT?” Turn this time. 


| slid off the roof and put the ’puter out of sight inside, then 
wrestled the Plexiglas back in place. 


“KT? Who was that call from?” 


Nosy. But if he was FBI, he had to be nosy, right? It was 
required. “Mother found me a lawyer, a guy not even she 


trusts.” 
“I thought your mother’s attorney’s name was Laura.” 
“Laura the Lawyer is a friend. One of the Ladies Who 


Lunch. She probably suggested a specialist to handle me, if 
only so she wouldn’t be the one to lose my case. Has Father 
found you an attorney? Or are we to share one?” 


He frowned, looked back into the darkness of his kitchen. 


Framed in the doorway, with the light slanting from his left, 
he looked like a model striking a pose. Like a movie star, 
from one of the old movies Janet used to let us watch on the 
kitchen TV. 


A young Charlton Heston, or Yul Brynner with hair. He looked 
back at me and beckoned with his head. 


Sweet Bad Wolf was two-finger typing a text, but he spoke 


as soon as Turn made room for me at the door. The warm air 
let me know just how chilled I’d gotten out there. | stood 
right next to Turn, soaking in his body heat. 


Sweet massaged his slightly gnarled hands together. “If the 
two of you are to be one another’s alibi, you’d want to share 
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attorney. Plainly, that isn’t the case. You, TK, were in class or 
stuck in traffic at the time of the murder, while you, KT, 
were...where?” 


“Where depends on when, a factoid neither of you has seen 
fit to share with me. From ten ten to eleven | had 
glassblowing lab. 


Graded papers in the TA office pod until my noon seminar 
on Chinese traditional medicine. | don’t know if anyone will 


remember my presence, as full as that sem is, but | was 
there two hours. Right afterward, | changed in the TA pod, 
which caused some comment, then drove straight to the 
house.” 


“Choosing separate attorneys for you two tends to indicate 
you will have conflicting defenses.” 


| didn’t like the sound of that. “Did you two get invited to 
Florida, or are you stepping on toes by being here?” 


Sweet looked at me a moment. | wondered if the topaz eye 


was really his or a contact lens. Finally he spoke. “Was that 
a game you were playing, a bit ago, or one of these new 
Internet gadgets?” 


“If you don’t answer my questions, why should | answer 
yours?” 

“TK — Scott — got himself invited. | came along to keep 
his tail out of trouble.” 


“| haven’t had time to find an attorney.” Turn frowned. “In a 
pinch, | Supposed you’d do.” 


Sweet rolled his shoulders and shook his hands violently, 
the fingers snapping together like castanets. “Only as a last 
resort. 


I’m not admitted to the bar in Florida, but the judges here 
never ask if you are.” 


“Sweetie, you’re a bad wolf, an accountant, a back- 
windowwiggler-througher, a commercial spy, and a lawyer? 
What do you not do?” 


“Suck dick. Go play in the yard, kid, if you have nothing 
useful to add.” 

| laughed. Then | wondered on how many levels he meant 
that. Then | got ticked because | had nothing useful to add. 
Grown-ups are talking, Kenny. Go play outside. 
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| could spend some time looking things up. “Turn, have you 
a jacket | might borrow?” 


Sweet’s phone rang. He flicked it open and listened, then 


Slapped it closed. “Either of you know a Joseph 
Guggenheim?” 


Not in the Biblical sense. | left that to Len. “Bowlegged 
Joey. Drives a sixty-nine Corvair convertible. Uses terms like 


‘fluid-bonded’ way too much. He’s a groundwater specialist 
and Len’s current — most recent — fuckbuddy.” 


“Well, he’s also Dead Joey. The DB you found wasn’t 
Leonard Stewart after all.” 


Not Len. | wanted to stomp and dance, but restrained 
myself. Someone was dead, most likely someone | knew. But 


not Len. And therefore maybe the death didn’t have any 
connection to me at all. 


Not dead — I knew it! Len was hiding somewhere, probably 
in the druggie sector off Phillips Avenue. He was a shit, and | 
didn’t want him skin to skin anymore, but not dead was 
good. 


“You look extraordinarily relieved, Mr. Turner.” 


“Kiss my ass, Mr. Sweet. And remember, | like tongue.” 


HG 
Sweet took off to get a computer for Turn and a used car 


dealer’s tag to replace my license plate. | didn’t ask how far 
he could flex his fedly muscles. He and Turn plainly felt 
under the same pressure as before, if not more of it, but | 
didn’t. Call me shallow — I didn’t care what had happened 
to Bowlegged Joey. 


Though I did wonder what would happen to his Corvair. 
Turn sat down to do quite a lot more texting. When | 
looked over his shoulder, he was filling out forms. 


My major contribution to the grand scheme of things was to 
take a shower. A decadently long shower. | found some 
creamy vanilla-musk skin lotion, one of my all-time favorite 
scents, and massaged my dick with it while | thought of 
Turn. 


Coming in one’s own hand doesn’t approach the euphoric 


blast of coming through someone else’s effort, but it’s 
better than nothing. 
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After shampooing and all, | put another ounce of lotion on 
my palms and summoned the image of Bad Wolf. He had 
such 


a tight ass that passing a green bean would make him go 
pale with agony. But those lips...those big, soft lips. That 
would be something. 


When I came out of the bathroom, towel-drying my hair, | 
found Turn looking out the bedroom window, his big hands 


folded at the small of his back. | hesitated, trying to see his 
reflection in the glass, but the security lights in the 
warehouse parking lot kept the evening outside from being 
dark enough to form a mirror. 


My little ‘puter sat on the dresser by his left hand. He’d 
searched my car. Why? 


| rewrapped the towel as a kilt. “You looking for me out 
there, Turn? Or just guarding the window so | don’t escape?” 


“Where's the key.” His voice had too little life to lift a 
question mark. 


“Key?” The key to the lab? Hadn’t we established my 
nonpossession of those? 


“Don’t. You’re the one who had access and time.” 


“Your key. Under the microwave.” 
“Get it for me, please.” 


“Get it yourself. You won’t trust me not to have lied unless 
you see it exactly where | said it is.” 


He about-faced, keeping his hands folded behind him. 
“You're right. But come with me.” 


Say pweeze. | folded my arms. “You know where your own 
microwave is.” 


“Please, KT.” 
Okay, | went with him. | knew he asked because he wanted 


to keep an eye on me, especially now that he knew I'd found 
his stash, but he sounded so tired it hurt. | wanted him to... 
don’t know. To feel better. To have one thing less to worry 
about. 
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He wrapped the key in his big fist and closed his eyes. When 
he looked at me again, he’d shed ten or fifteen years. 
“Thank you. Why did you hide the key here?” 


“Didn't have time to put it back under the couch. Didn’t 


know if I’d be staying or leaving in a hurry. Didn’t think the 
key would be useful anywhere but here, so why not leave it 
here?” 


“You didn’t think about keeping it? Or tossing it? Just to 
screw with me?” 


“If it was your girl’s phone, your last rubber, or your hunting 
rifle, | could screw with you. Cheerfully. But that’s the key to 
where you put your gun, isn’t it? If you’re living the kind of 
life where you need a handgun, it isn’t going to be me that 
keeps a gun out of your hand.” 


“You saw the ammo.” 


“Right.” | used his intonation of right, more like a cracker 
raaht than Mother would ever allow me or Dean to say. A 
Slight bunching of his eyebrows said Turn noticed, whether 
he 


recognized the echo or not. 
“Can you shoot, KT?” 


Come with us, KT. l'Il teach you to shoot. How many times 
had | pretended to hear him say that when he and Dean left 
for the practice range? But he had never said it. 


“No. That’s on my list of things not to bother with.” | could 
see the question in his face. “Same as baseball, football, 
wrestling, and tae kwon do. You and Dean put the big 
trophies in the cabinet. I’d never be able to top any of those. 
So why bother?” 


“But you take martial arts anyway.” 


| blanked my mind and looked in his general direction until 
he cracked his knuckles and looked away. 


| took up tai chi, which is the least martial of those arts, two 
years ago. With an undergrad major in anthropology, I’m 
anthro enough to know | grasp only a pinch of the 
philosophy, but I’ve done pretty good at the hand-pushing. 


Next time a group of pricks wants to fuck me over, they'll 
have to work for it, and | won’t be the only one with scars. 
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He took a screwdriver from the tool drawer. “Stay here a 
minute. Please.” 

| stood at the fridge, kicking it with my heel — not hard 
enough to mark it, but enough noise so he’d know | wasn’t 
following him — and listened to his footsteps. 

He stopped in the middle of the next room. That would be 


right under the ceiling fan. No wonder the blades had been 
dusted. Dust would show the handprints. 


| listened to him remove the fan’s base and draw something 
heavy a few inches across the ceiling, and | smiled. / sti// 
know more than you think I know. 


With that fact, | recognized another. Getting to Jax from the 
salt flat “beach” had taken me a few minutes less than two 
hours. Not even thirty minutes had been taken up getting 
the computer, and maybe twenty in finding Turn’s 
apartment. So Sweet would have needed an hour to get 
from here to Georgia and another getting back, assuming 
Turn could immediately call for a rescue. 


Sweet hadn’t needed to drive to Georgia to effect a rescue. 


If he was supervising Turn, he was doing it from Georgia. Did 
the local FBI office know he was in the picture at all? How 
did they feel about it, if they knew? 


Something else: Turn had to have hidden a phone in that 
cottage. Why? 
| put those tidbits in my file box with the other puzzle 


pieces. Sometime soon | had to have enough to make sense 
of them. Speaking of puzzle pieces... “Who are the cuties in 
your wallet pic, Turn?” 


He hesitated. “Cori and Race — Racien.” 
Perfect Spanish enunciation. | can recognize the proper 
sounds better than | can duplicate them. Even without the 


photo, his voice said these people were important to him. 
“You done in there? Can | come get dressed?” 


“Sure. Sorry.” 
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What are the most useless words in the English language, 
Kenny? \'d learned early never to use that word. Turn was 
different. Braver. 


More normal, | guess. 
| went back to the bedroom and shook out my clothes. He 


followed me. Was he watching me? | have a good back. | 
don’t bulge like he does, but I’m not soft either. “Brother 
and sister?” 


al Right. ” 


The tone of his voice touched a note | wasn’t sure about. 


Something there. Something he really didn’t want to talk 
about? 


Or something he did? 
He paced the bedroom, tossing his phone in his hand. | 


pretended to admire his buttocks, which were quite 
admirable, but the fist-sized lump centered above them at 
belt level held my attention. A gun. What kind do you carry, 
Turn? 


Knowing wouldn’t tell me much. Len being a gun nut, | 


could find the safety on some revolvers and a few 
automatics, but doing so under pressure would take a chunk 
of luck. Nor could | hit a target smaller than a paper plate at 
fifty yards. 


| pulled on my khakis from yesterday, and, as casually as | 
could, slid the computer into the cargo pocket on the left 
side. 


“Big brother doesn’t trust you on a half-naked date with 
little sister?” 


He sighed. “Cori and | have been friends for years. It’s 
platonic. She watches my back and | watch hers.” 
“Must be nice.” If it were true. His voice had gone normal. 


I'd walked past whatever he didn’t want me to ask? Or 
whatever he did want me to ask? | was dry enough to get 
the polo over my shoulders without struggling. “So why did 
you look like a man on a really hot date?” 


He hit some buttons on the phone. “I was.” 


The Brits have a saying: The penny dropped. 

Evidently, a pay phone used to cost a penny; when you 
heard the penny drop, you’d know a connection had been 
made. 

The effect was more like a piano falling on my head. 
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A mechanical voice invited Turn to leave a message. 


“Scott, checking in. Will call if anything changes.” He folded 
the phone with a sigh. “That was a stroke of luck.” 


He was offering me a normal conversation. After dropping a 
piano on my head. Well, what else can you do? “No, it’s 
Father making other people show their hands before he 
Shows his.” 


“SOP. But I’m still happy to dodge talking to him.” 

“Get awkward?” 

“R — roger.” He looked at me sideways. 

| grinned. “Raaht.” 

He laughed. “My shoes — Where did you hide them?” 
“Georgia somewhere. Tossed them out along the road.” 


His grin remained a moment, like he was sure | was joking, 
then twisted. “Not cool, KT.” 


“Not cool is stripping me naked when I’m not awake to 


enjoy the process.” He hadn’t rejected me all this time 
because | was a guy. But still, he’d rejected me. | swallowed. 
“Shoes are minor.” 


He took a slow breath through pursed lips and let it out in a 
huff. “Sneakers are in my car, parked around the side of the 
building right by the flagpole. Considering the lush meadow 
of sandspurs between here and there, could | talk you into 
getting them for me, please?” 


| could play dumb. “How did your car get here from the 
house? You left with me.” 

“I have more than one set of wheels, KT.” 

“You going to trust me with your keys? | might drive off 
without you.” 

“Not unless you can drive through a chain-link privacy 


fence, over a ditch, or through a building. I’d stand in the 
driveway. You’d have to run me down, which | don’t think 


you'd do.” 
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| popped the hatchback from about four feet away, but 


didn’t stop walking. The hatch rose to above my head, in the 
silent slow motion that marks good butlers and expensive 
Cars. 


The back deck over the cargo area rose with it. So as | 


approached, | had a clear field of vision down to the huddled 
froglike body. 


Len. His sleek black hair, now crusted with blood. The 
yinyang tattoo on the nape of his neck. His trio of Prince 
Albert earrings. The red dragon tattoo on the back of one 
elegantly elongated hand, half hidden under him. 


| heard crickets. Passing traffic. A sudden breeze snapped 
the flag, rattled palm fronds, but didn’t stir Len’s brown- 
glued hair. 


| was glad the wind was from my back. He didn’t look like 


he would smell good at all. Not that | was breathing. | 
couldn't. 


a“ KT? ” 


Len’s gangsta-loose jeans sagged to display silky blue 
boxers that might once have been mine. If he’d worn the 
tailored jeans I’d got him, folding him up in this semifetal 
position would have been more difficult. 


He liked the loose cut, though. When | harangued him to 


wear something respectable, he’d pull them on and squeal 
that his nuts were being squeezed and that he’d never 
beget 


children. | would tell him how that broke my heart, and we 
would laugh together. 


We did laugh. A lot. 
“Kendall?” 


| still couldn’t breathe. My fingerprints weren’t on the trunk. 


Weren’t anywhere on the car. Were on the keys, but keys 
are easy to clean. 


My shoe treads marked the door. My spit, with my DNA, 
decorated the windshield. 
Was the body visible from the road? Was any of those 


drivers staring at us, me and Len, right now? Could | get the 
trunk closed without getting my handprints on it? 
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Had whoever lifted Len up into this space left prints? Len 
wasn’t a big guy: shoulder tall on me, and geek thin. But he 
had to weigh a hundred and forty or a hundred and fifty 
pounds. 


Lifting that much limp weight wouldn’t be easy. 
| didn’t see enough blood in the carpeting under him to 


indicate he’d been made to get in here with his own 
muscles, and killed in place. The clumped sand in his belt 
loops and seams said he’d been sitting on wet sand. 


Turn was coming up behind me, hissing monotonous 
obscenities with every step. He could shut the hatch. 

| forced myself to breathe. On cue, the wind shifted, 
Surrounded me in the aroma I'd heard about. They say you 
never forget that sweet-rotten stench. 


Turn stopped, gagged, and retched into the sandspurs. 


| didn’t feel sick. My face was cramping again, but other 
than that | didn’t feel anything. 


Flashing lights surrounded me. | looked at the road, where a 
police car swerved out of its lane to dive at me. 


Somebody had seen. Somebody had called 911. 
They were going to arrest me. Jail me! 


Outahere. | half turned, snatched the pistol from Turn’s belt, 
pivoted again, then sprinted for the fence. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


The fence was six feet high with strips of metal woven 


through it. | dropped down the other side into full night, in a 
marvelously chaotic yard full of shipping containers, piled 
tires, and mounds of PVC pipe segments. Even a medium- 
sized 


cabin cruiser with vines growing over it. 


| paused, letting my eyes adjust. As overcast as the sky was, 
no part of this city would be pure dark. 


But | couldn’t hesitate too long. | darted along the clearest 
path, watching my feet, angling to the right. The side fence 
was closer there. 


Sirens sounded behind me, more than two of them. But only 
behind me. Not all around me. No fence-climbing sounds, 
either. 


| reached the side fence and stopped to listen. | heard the 
guttural lope of a pair of three-quarter racing cams, muscle 
cars idling on the unseen road. They tore off with a roar, 
male voices whooping, liquefied tires squealing and 
stinking. 


Couldn’t hear anything behind me. Where had the sirens 
gone? 


What are they doing back there? 


What are they doing to Turn? 


What am I doing with Turn’s gun? | buttoned the pistol into 
my right-leg cargo pocket. 


Okay, now I’m in balance. 

| swallowed a laugh that would probably sound hysterical. 
Kchangle! Kshing! Kchangle! 

Behind me — someone had gathered enough testicular 


function to climb the fence. Or had secured Turn and put 
him in a car, and was now free to chase me. 
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| skinned over the side fence as quietly as | could. But 


quickly too — couldn’t let my pursuer top the fence and 
catch sight of me. 


Nobody awaited me on the broken sidewalk. 

Now, to cut back to the right again, get behind the search. 
No, the first rule is get out of sight. 

Where? 

Anywhere! 


| ducked behind a Dumpster that smelled of putrescent milk 
and diapers. 


The wind shifted, and whistled in the power lines overhead. 


| made a half-sobbing noise l’d never want to admit making. 
Get a grip, Kendall. Get a grip. 

| bit my lip. 

Fuck, I’d run from the cops. With a gun in my hand. And a 
dead body behind me. 

I'd left Turn, vomiting helplessly, to take the heat. 


He was a fed; he’d handle it. Or Sweet would handle it for 
him. 


The cops hadn’t seen the gun. If they’d seen me run with a 
gun, they would have surrounded the yard first, not come 
into it chasing me. They’d already have a helicopter 
overhead. 


| wasn’t winded. | could run again if | needed to, and could 
probably outrun any cop on the force. 


Just couldn’t outrun a bullet, that’s all. 


So don’t attract a bullet. Simple rule. How could | implement 
it? 


A helicopter choppered by overhead, low and fast, arrowing 
toward Baptist. Nothing to do with me. A million things were 
going on in this town. | just had to impersonate one of the 

999,900 things the cops don’t have time to pay attention to. 
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| unbuttoned my polo as far as it would go and knotted it 


high to showcase my abs. Putting some roll in my hips, | 
came out of my shadowed nook and strolled toward the 
lightworks forming between me and the highway. 


If | could get to the other side of that, I’d be out of the 
search zone. Better yet, I’d be close to Phillips, where 
people cruise for pills, candy, weed, sex, or money. Some of 
my buds, some of my students. Probably an occasional full 
professor too, although | wouldn’t want to catch one there. 


Tonight would be a busy night. Even if | didn’t see any 


familiar face there, | Knew people who lived pretty close. 
Whole colonies of students and grad students clustered in 
those small apartment complexes. 


One foot right in front of the other. Sashay. Promenade? 
Sashay. 

A car, a gleaming Crown Vic, screeched to a halt beside me. 
| tossed my hair. The passenger-side window scrolled down. 


| turned in stages, ankles to hips to waist, before | crouched 
to see through the opened window. Dark inside, but for the 
dash lights and a heavy, middle-aged man driving. | focused 
a tight little smile on him. 


He scowled and tore off down the road. 
Yeah, tell me you aren’t a plainclothes cop. 


| blew him a kiss and strolled through the blue cloud in his 
wake. You need a tune-up there, officer. You’re burning oil. 


What the fuck do I do now? Cold sweat trickled down my 
spine. 


The evening breeze caught it, and | suppressed a shiver. Put 
a roll in my hips, like | was a dancer. Smile, Kendall. Sashay. 


Samba! | heard the music. | danced. Rolled my hips. Rolled 
my abs. Look at me! 


| was doing good to keep my shivering to a minimum, but | 
covered ground. Two blue-and-whites cruised by, the 


schizophrenic Jacksonville cars that say police on the back 
and sheriff on the side. | blew a kiss at the one that slowed, 
and he sped up again. 
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Around me, the more desperate hustlers of both genders 


wore windbreakers over tube tops, miniskirts, or cheek- 
baring shorts. They stared at me, brows knotting. 


Maybe none of them had a computer in one pocket and a 


gun in the other? | watched the more confident ones walk 
and undulated in echo. | was almost through the zone, 
almost to the point where | could cover my goose-bumped 
midsection and 


run for ground zero. Please, nobody stop to pick me up now. 
l’d have just too much explaining to do. 


So naturally, the next car that screeched to a halt sprouted 
five familiar heads. Students. “Ken? It /s him! Hey, Ken!” 


No chance to hide. And now the hustlers had my name. 


Okay, time to change the tactic. 


| dived for the car. “I need a ride, guys. Now. Anywhere. 
Just get me out of here, okay?” 

“Uh, dude, no guy gets in my car with his belly button 
showing. Not...uh...” 

“I'll cover it! It’s about to freeze off anyway!” 

The back door opened. A girl | didn’t know and a guy from 


last semester’s cultural sensitivity seminar got out to let me 
in, then crowded in behind me. The car and its occupants 
reeked of smoke, and something set them all to giggling — 
probably at my expense — but | was in no position to 
complain. 


For one thing, it was warm. 
Mina from the seminar I’d missed today squirmed onto 


Zeke’s lap to give me room to huddle in the middle of the 
pack. 


| had a boy-girl-me-boy-girl sandwich to hide in, and that 
was just fine. 


“So,” Mina purred. “You out getting...some exercise?” 

“I was trying to get a ride!” 

Everyone laughed. | guess that didn’t come out just right. 
The guy from the seminar — | could not remember his name 


— edged away from me. “What’s in your pocket, dude? It’s 
all hard...uh...” 
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A pistol. | shivered again. “You getting a little personal, 
"migo?” 

That was universally considered hilarious. 

“Want a beer, Ken?” 


No, thanks. I’ve had plenty. “Seriously, guys, can you drop 
me off at an Internet café? The first one you can find would 
be perfect. I’d really appreciate it.” 


“I guess. We came out in search of, but with all the cops on 
the road we can’t find anyone who looks like he’s holding.” 


| must be getting old. They smelled, and sounded, like 
they’d had plenty of weed already. 


A blue-and-white passed us. The driver was scanning the 


sidewalk and stopped by a tall blond in khaki slacks. Not as 
tall as me, and wearing slacks that hung low on his flat 
white-man butt, but someone who might fit my general 
description. 


Zeke stirred, murmuring something to Mina’s neck. She 
giggled, squirming her ample bottom against his lap, and 


another blue-and-white cruised past. But nobody stopped 
us. 


The guys dropped me off at a reassuringly bustling burger 


place that promised to be open until one a.m. | bought some 
fries and two hours of Internet access, then sat down to 


work. 
Len had written to Dean. What had Dean done with the 


letter, the attachment, the message? | checked Dean’s 
home page and highlighted the bottom right-hand corner 
where he keeps the reminder for his current password. Gk+ 


Greek, | bet. Mythology or fraternity? | opened a Greek 
mythology Web page and did a search for “cross.” Hecate 


received offerings at crossroads, and “Hecate” opened 
Dean’s e-mail. 


Jokes. Offers to sell him breast-enlarging products. Heighho. 
Something from his lawyer. Would you happen to have been 
asking about the legality of popping me in the loony bin, 
dear brother? 


No. The lawyer said, basically, that Father could do anything 
he wanted with his property in his will, enriching anyone and 
disinheriting anyone but his surviving spouse. That had 
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forwarded to an e-mail | didn’t recognize, but the covering 
message addressed Mother. 


| checked for e-mails from that address and found one from 
a week ago Thursday. It included Father’s new will, drawn up 
that week, and the cover letter said Mother was trying to 
talk him out of signing it, but that drastic action might need 
to be taken. 


Mother, never put a phrase like “drastic action” in writing. 
You should know better. 


Although, to be fair, she couldn’t have anticipated the more 
dramatic developments of the last several days. 


Unless she’d set them in motion. Which didn’t seem like her. 
She didn’t like being mentioned on the wrong page of the 
newspaper. 

So what was it about, this will that prompted drastic action? 


| read it, checked a few definitions, and read it again. Then | 
sat back and ate more of my fries. 


What it boiled down to was that his daughter Sarah had 


disappointed him and was to receive nothing, but her 
daughters were to receive $30,000 each, in trust. His son 
Dean, also a disappointment, was to receive nothing unless 
he resolved the parasite problem. Mother was to receive the 
widow’s portion mandated by law, and not a dime more, 
because of the parasite problem. All remaining property and 
other assets were to go to his older son, Turner Kendall 
Scott. 


My fries were getting cold. | emptied the box, debated 
getting more. Later. 
Officially, Turn was a cousin, an extramarital child of 


Father’s late brother. As a kid, | had toyed with the idea of 
him secretly being my brother, though that fantasy had 
gone out the window when the thought of him started giving 
me boners. | guess | was surprised more by Father’s open 
acknowledgment of him than by the fact of him actually 
being Father’s get. 


Me being ignored would be odd. Was | the parasite? 
Was that my new nickname behind my back? But why? 


Rising anger pulsed against my skin, a thudding drumbeat. | 
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hadn’t even asked them to pay my medical bills; the 
county’s cover-up fund (not that it was called that) covered 
everything including my ongoing weekly chats with Angie. 
How could | be considered a parasite? 


Consider alternatives. Mother had referred to Turn as the 
Parasite when he’d lived with us. But that had stopped. 
Father had used that term for Sarah’s husband, but he’d 
conveniently rolled his Porsche the day Sarah left him. Years 
ago. 


The fries expanded unpleasantly in my stomach. Find word: 
parasite. 


The query found an e-mail from Father, almost two years 


old. “I had a DNA test run while he was at St. Luke’s. He is 
not my son, but merely a parasite in this house. Tell your 
mother | know.” 


Whoa. I'd been the one in St. Luke’s then. 
Why didn’t | feel shocked? Maybe I'd overworked my sense 
of surprise. 


| remembered the sudden letup of pressure around then. I’d 
attributed it to my injuries or my breakdown afterward. 
Instead, Father had suddenly lost interest in molding me to 
Suit his expectations because | wasn’t his. 


So in what way was I a problem? And what was his idea of 
resolving the problem? 

The warm anger faded, replaced by something colder and 
heavier: dread. 

| rummaged through e-mails to and from family members 


since that date. Dean had kept too many. Trivial stuff. Not 
just pics of the nieces, but random notes about bad movies, 
missed phone calls, phone calls that should have been 
missed, shoe sizes. Too much. 


| focused on the past two weeks, and a note from Sarah 


jumped out at me. “He’s your brother, Dean. This frothing- 
atthe-mouth jealousy doesn’t reduce his worth or his 
stature. It erodes *you.* You can’t go back in time to make 
sure he was never born. Give it up.” 
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What had that been in answer to? Oh, a phone call. About 
me? Couldn’t be. Jealousy meant Turn. 

Another e-mail from Sarah. “Stop this. Do *not* ruin your 
life!” 

Dean’s jealousy of Turn had never been a secret, but he’d 
outgrown the frothing stage, hadn’t he? 


Could it be me he hated so much? Don’t you have to be 
close to someone before that kind of hate sets in? We’d 


never really been close. He’d branded me “Little Liar” when 
I'd 


tearfully insisted that Father had left me trapped in the vise. 
As best | could tell, he’d never changed that opinion. He’d 
gotten in fights at school on my behalf, but that was a long 
time ago. 


Why was he to be disinherited unless he took care of the 


parasite, meaning me? Why didn’t I have the faintest idea of 
whether a means of ensuring his inheritance would catch his 
attention more than a renewed rivalry with Turn? 


Okay, I’m getting nowhere. Time to file away these puzzle 
pieces for a while, and see what other pieces | can find. 


| circled back to Len’s e-mail. Heigh-ho, everything had 


been opened since my last visit, and now someone wanted 
to plant a cookie on me. Who wants to know? 


Duval County. 


Probably the sheriff. | rejected the cookie and went back to 
look for other communications between Len and Dean. 


Nothing. Not even the e-mail I’d seen earlier. 

| checked the deleted messages but found nothing there 
either. Tried the retrieve-from-deleted function. Nothing. 
Someone had been doing some serious cleaning up. 

| didn’t think it had been the sheriff. 


So then, who? Dean surely knew how. Turn might. | knew a 


few guys at school who could do anything | could imagine 
and then some, but even if | could get hold of one of them 
right now, none of them was the kind I’d want to bring into a 
matter of any delicacy. 
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| skimmed through the rest of Len’s Sent folder, and found 
my name. A request to meet with him privately, sent 
Monday morning. He was begging me to meet with him, so 
we could work out a way for me to pay him what | owed him 
without 


him having to go to my family. “For the sake of what we had, 
please just make it square and let’s end all this 
unpleasantness.” 


My heart pounded. I’d never borrowed money from Len. 
Why would he — 

Len hadn't sent this message. He wouldn’t say 
“unpleasantness” in lieu of “shit.” 


Nor could | have looked down this list earlier this evening 
and missed my name. This message, dated Monday, had 
been 


added to his Sent folder since I’d last checked. Barring an 
encounter with the woo-woo factor, though, Len hadn’t been 
online today. 


The address he’d sent it to had my name, but was one letter 
off my e-mail address. And the received receipt said I’d 
opened it Monday afternoon. 


A setup. I’ve been set up. 
My heart rate galloped out of control. | was gasping for 


breath. | leaned back and rubbed my face. Inhale, two three 
four five six — 


Inhale, two three four five six seven eight nine ten. 
How do you fake e-mail dates? Wouldn’t you have to go 
through the ISP for that? Or maybe go into the Sent items 


folder, select an outbound e-mail with the proper time 
stamp, and change the text? 


| checked the list again. Okay, yes. The one to Dean had 
been replaced by one to me. | went to another e-mail and 


altered it. Easy enough, from Dean’s end. But something 
that easy to change should leave tracks that would be 
pretty easy to find. Shouldn’t it? 


Except there could be more to the process that | didn’t 


know about. Was real likely to be more to it than | knew how 
to check for. 


Inhale two three four fi — 
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Inhale two three f — 

Don’t hyperventilate now! Calm down and think! 


A blue-and-white oozed past the glass across from me. It 


went on beyond the glass, as if continuing to cruise, but the 
red from the brake lights remained on the glass. The cop 
had 


stopped just out of sight. 


Sweat prickled on my palms, my back. The air didn’t seem 
to have any oxygen to it. | dragged in a ten-count breath 
anyway. 


Bending low over my ‘puter, I slid a look out the glass on the 
other side of the room. A cruiser was parked, casually 
enough, by the end of the in-lane. An unmarked largish 
sedan crept up the exit lane. 


Nailed. 
I’ve been nailed. 
The newly arrived couple at the table next to mine was 


tense, silent. The woman had her hair in a tight bun that 
didn’t match her lace-flowered sweatshirt, delicate fingers 
with short china white nails, and well-worn sneakers. The 
man’s nails were bitten to little shields on the backs of thick 
fingers, tapping the side of his heavily muscled neck. Cops. 


| bolted. 
Thick Neck lunged for me. | evaded him by vaulting onto 


the next table. Scrambling across it, | knocked 
cheeseburgers and onion rings at the four guys there. 
Surprised yells arose, along with hysterical laughter. 


| jumped to the next table and ran across it. 


Jumping to the last table, | clipped the edge of an orange 
tray. It skittered out from under my shoe. | went down on 
one knee. 

Landed wrong on my fingers with the ‘puter. Pain burned 


up my forearm. | flung the computer at a screaming girl and 
twisted enough to get my feet under me as | hit the floor. 


People called out, laughed, cheered me on, screamed. | 
shoved past a group of drunk-smelling, cowboy-swaggering 
teenagers, and was outside. 
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Raw November air cut through my polo shirt and into my 


lungs. | ran past the butt end of a backing car and across 
the drainage ditch. A woman followed, yelling things. 


I ran across the two southbound lanes. Blue and red and 


white lights dazzled me. | couldn’t see past them. | ran 
blind, pushed by the cold wind. 


A horn blared. | kept running. The pistol thumped 

bruisingly against my thigh. Crossed a cement median. Two 
more lanes. More horns. More lights. 

| couldn’t see. My hand throbbed. Cold air scalded my lungs. 
| couldn’t think. | just ran. 


| crossed another road, pelted past a warehouse with 


footfalls echoing back at me. A confused patter of them. A 
herd of robot-hooves. 


A woman yelled, gasping. A man yelled too. | cut left toward 
a dark area and scaled another fence. 


A parking lot! I'd found a fucking parking lot! 
An empty parking lot. 


A train of cop cars streamed across my vision, pulling to a 
halt facing me. My shadow strobed, multicolored pulsating 


arrows pointing in all directions. 


Not jail. Not again. Not ever again. | said I’d die first. | meant 
it. 


| yanked loose the button flap on my cargo pocket. 
“Don’t do it, Turner!” Robot machine voice. Not human. 
Them or me. | pulled the pistol. 

“KT I" 

Turn. The guy running at me was Turn. | couldn’t shoot 
him. 

Him or me. 


Turn had the beach, had people to laugh with him. | had my 
brother Dean, who’d set me up. For money. | had Len, who 


laughed at me. Who was dead. | was the problem, the 
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and nothing | could do would ever change that. | thumbed 
the safety and put the gun under my chin. 


“No, Kendall!” He was lunging for me. 


The night exploded. 


CHAPTER NINE 


Heartbeats filled my senses. Mine. Turn’s. /’m alive? 
My ears rang painfully, but the noise was separate, ina 


different reality | had only partial access to. Turn wrapped 
around me. In the separate reality, where my ears rang, he 
was shouting at the cops. | couldn’t make sense of anything 
except FBI, FBI. 


He brandished some kind of wallet, bigger and flatter than a 
regular wallet, at them. The cops examined it and moved 
back. 


Heartbeats. For a while that’s all | could pay attention to. 


People talking. Jabbering. Flashing lights, too bright, 
strobing, not properly synchronized with one another. | 
didn’t have to deal with all that. The heartbeats — those 
mattered. 


| would have floated away, but Turn’s heat and Turn’s arms 
held me. His heartbeats marked a safe zone, an auditory 
cocoon no one could infringe on. 


Until the ambulance came. 
No. A rolling cage, a bondage freak’s delight. No. No. 
“KT, it’s all right. I’m here with you. I’m staying with you. 


It’s all right. You’re bleeding and they have to check your 
eye, that’s all.” 


Bleeding? | touched the scarred side of my face, which was 
numb — more aggressively numb than before, and over a 
larger area. 


| couldn’t see out of that eye. Blind? 
Swollen shut. My eye had swollen shut. How long had | 


been sitting here, in this parking lot, with my face swelling 
up? 


Long enough for a blanket to have materialized, to be 
wrapped around me and Turn. For most of the cops to have 
disappeared. The remaining cops clustered around Bad Wolf 


and a fat woman who radiated authority over everything 
and everyone — except Bad Wolf. 
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They brought the gurney out of the back of the ambulance. 
No, no! 

| think | made noises, because the ambulance guys stepped 
back and looked at Turn. 

Turn made me sit on the thing and then coaxed me to lie 


back on it. When the paramedics clipped the straps over 
me, Turn’s steady hands on my wrist and my shoulder kept 
me from fighting them. 


| let Turn pull me into the ambulance, which was stifling 


hot. Or maybe | was that cold. | shivered uncontrollably. 
Turn sat by my shoulder, leaning over me, and held my 


hands. From time to time | said something, | don’t know 
what, and he made reassuring noises. 


The paramedic crouched on what looked like a toolbox, 


watching me, chewing a black coffee straw, and filling out 
forms. 


At least the siren stayed quiet. A siren ringing in my ears 
would have been unendurable. 


They unstrapped me to transfer me to a larger gurney in the 
emergency room. That gurney had straps too, albeit 
discreetly tucked-away straps, but | stayed quiet enough 
nobody 


threatened to use them. Turn stayed with me, as he’d 
promised. 


We spent a while waiting behind a curtain there. After 


Mother and then Angie arrived, we spent several more hours 
waiting in a private room. Mother took care to speak only to 
me, to the medical personnel, and to Angie. Never to Turn. 
He didn’t exist for her. 


Even Mother couldn’t get her physician of choice on the 


floor tonight. When Angie made some calls, though, a doc 
who didn’t speak much English promptly materialized. Angie 


translated for him and got in Turn’s face for correcting her 
translation. 


My ears rang too loudly, too incessantly, to let me catch the 
details. | couldn’t hear Angie really at all. 
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Turn said the doc said | had a tiny powder burn at the outer 
corner of my eye. Turn said he’d had an eye burn once, that 
it hurt like a son of a bitch but had eventually healed. 


| think that’s what he said. 
My head injuries got me a CAT scan and an MRI. | managed 


to hold still. Or the ringing in my ears — the fear of that 
noise becoming permanent — paralyzed me. 


After x-raying my hand, they taped my swollen bird finger to 
my ring finger. Which pretty much told me it wasn’t broken. 


The guy who taped it said things about my hand that | 
couldn’t make out through the noise. 


Everyone assured me, loudly enough and repeatedly 
enough 


to get through the tinnitus, that my eye and my ears would 
be fine, would get better. 


They would say that, whether it was truth or a lie. | wanted 
to believe them. But | really couldn’t. 


So how bad would it be to have one bad eye? | wasn’t an 


artist. | could explain the chemistry of the pigments, the 
oils, the varnishes, but | couldn’t make reality glow from the 
canvas. 


But | didn’t want to lose one eye. | didn’t want to keep 


turning my head to see what was there. And wouldn’t a bad 
eye interfere with my driving? 


If | had to listen to this ringing in my ears for too much 
longer, I’d be homicidal. 


| put a pillow over my face, and the noise level dropped 


dramatically. Huh. The ringing was louder when I had a 
racket going on around me. This was better. Meaning just 
barely 


endurable. 
For the longest time, they kept waking me up, checking my 


eye and my pulse and asking really stupid questions just to 
hear me answer. But finally they let me sleep. 


| woke up in daylight. As soon as | saw anything, | saw 


Dean and Turn in the visitor chairs. Turn slept, his chin on his 
chest. Dean stared at the ceiling tiles. 
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| touched my eye and found it bandaged. At least my ears 


weren’t ringing so much. My hand throbbed, but didn’t hurt 
as Sharply as it had. 


Dean was staring at me now. What was he seeing? A 
parasite? The obstacle between him and a substantial 


inheritance? 


He’d known for two years we were only half siblings. But he 
was still my brother. Wasn’t he? | beckoned to him with my 
bandaged hand. 


He threw a glance at Turn and came right to me. 
“Did you do it?” | whispered, but the ringing in my ears 
intensified. | couldn’t ask the real question: Would you do it? 


Would you do whatever your father wanted, even if that 
meant killing me? 


Or did you disappoint him by refusing? 
Dean touched my bandaged face. “No, Kendall. | love you, 
but | wouldn’t kill for you.” 


| believed him, and that lifted a weight. But raised another 
question. “Who did?” 


“That’s not for us to say.” But he cut his eyes to Turn. 
“He’s — | know he didn’t do it.” 
Dean brushed his fingers over my lips and bent close to 


whisper. “I know he’s FBI. Father’s being grilled by his 
bosses now. But being FBI doesn’t automatically give 
anyone a white hat.” 


| shook my head. Mistake. Dormant hurts awoke to hammer 
at my temples. 


Dean threw another glance at Turn and dropped his voice 


even more. “Who could put a body in a car? Sarah’s seven 


hundred miles away. Mother can’t lift that kind of weight. | 
doubt Father could. My chiropractor can tell you I’d cripple 
myself if | tried.” 


I'd met his chiropractor at a party once; that man had the 
most amazing tongue. The important puzzle piece was that 


Dean had a chiro. Someone who regularly sees a chiro 
probably can’t lift and carry a dead man without severe 
consequences. 
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Dean wasn’t — and hadn’t been — moving like a man in the 
throes of severe consequences. 

| hadn’t seen Father — Mother’s husband — move at all. 


But he wouldn’t have arranged for the evidence to point at 
Turn. 


If the evidence pointed at Turn, I'd automatically look at 
Mother. Except she couldn't lift a body either. 


| tucked that fact into the mental shoe box that held my 
puzzle pieces, and saw another. “Did you edit the video?” 
“I had to. Mother —” He gestured helplessly. 


“Thank you.” | closed my eye. | couldn’t look at him while he 
was thinking of that video, the humiliating end of it. 


Dean returned to his seat. He sighed. 


After a moment, | opened my eye a slit and peeked at Turn. 


He was watching Dean, metallic eyes glittering from 
beneath his dark eyebrows. His mouth formed a straight 
line. He looked like a movie special effect, a combat robot, 
perhaps, in sight of the Enemy. 


Just not my enemy. | hoped. 

HG 

Dean left when Mother arrived with Angie. Well, not with — 
just at the same time as. 


Angie brought me a pair of earplugs, which did wonders for 
the tinnitus, and a paper cup of brown goo that looked 
preeaten and tasted like peppered eggplant puree. She told 
me what it was, but her soft voice didn’t penetrate the 
ringing in my ears. 


Mother brought a hot roast beast sandwich on toasted rye 


with lots of horseradish. | dipped the sandwich into the goop 
to please them both, and chewed small bites. 


| couldn’t look at Mother. | couldn’t imagine her fooling 


around. Frankly, | couldn’t imagine her doing what it took to 
have three babies, but then that’s not something I’ve ever 
spent time mulling, either. 


But the sandwich was good. She loathed horseradish. | had 
no idea when or how she'd learned | like it so much. 
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After lunch, Angie interviewed me while Mother and Turn 


lurked in the corridor (and don’t you know Mother stared 
holes in the wallpaper to avoid seeing Turn!). As best | could 
tell, Angie was much less interested in why I’d tried to shoot 
myself than in whether | knew what day it was (I didn’t) and 
who was president (d’uh!) and whether | planned to try 
again. 


“Not unless | have my back to a jailhouse wall.” 

That satisfied her, apparently. 

Then | endured a strained chat with Mother. The tinnitus 
was worse when she was in the room, but | had to converse 


with her because she knew I'd been able to talk with Angie. 
We succeeded in going through the motions. A tribute to my 


painstaking education in the art of meaningless 
conversation. 


When Mother finally made an excuse to leave, | had only a 


brief rest before Angie ushered in a psychiatrist wearing a 
floor-sweeping denim dress and shoulder-sweeping peacock- 
feather earrings. She asked exactly the same questions 
Angie had. | wondered if Angie had been rehearsing me for 
this interview. 


| wouldn’t put it past her. 


The psychiatrist ultimately said | didn’t need my seventy- 
two hours behind glass walls if | had someone who would 
stay with me. 


| said | did, and wondered if it was true. 


She said she would write a prescription for anxiety after 


checking my records more fully, and that | should call her at 
the number on this card next week. 


Turn had just settled back into his chair when my old plastic 
Surgeon dropped in, looking harassed. 


The doc checked my clipboard, peeked under the bandages, 


and relaxed visibly. “You'll be fine, Kendall. Your eye is 
extremely irritated, of course, and will hurt like the dickens 
for a few days. You have a streak of first-degree burns at the 
jaw and up your cheek. You’ve also tattooed yourself with 
specks of gunpowder. They'll look like blackheads. We can 
remove them in time, or you can grow a beard. You’re very 
lucky — just the SMART ASS: CLOSE QUARTERS 91 


hydrostatic pressure of a gunshot that close could have 


scrambled your brain or blinded you. What were you 
thinking?” 


“That it was better than the alternative.” 
He looked harassed again. “Where are you going when 


you're released from here? Have you talked to someone 
about this?” 


“He’s going with me.” Turn spoke as his father might, with a 
voice so saturated in authority even a doctor accepted it. 


| lay back and listened to the noise in my ears as the doc 
talked to Turn, gave him notes, and nodded at his questions. 


At least they weren’t telling me how lucky | was to be 


burned mostly on an area that had been permanently 
anesthetized. Which reminded me. “What do | get for pain?” 
The doc paused at the door and looked back at me. He 
twisted his mouth. “The eye ointment has a mild local 


anesthetic, a numbing agent. Other than that, you’re 
welcome to acetaminophen and sympathy.” 


“Lovely.” 
After he left, | yawned so hard both ears popped. Then my 


eye popped open to a good view of the inside of the 
bandage. 


Eww. Betadine gold and streaky, if you want to know. More 
technically, a streaky mix of cadmium yellows with tinges of 
alizarin orange. But | could see. 


Relief washed through me, and the tinnitus faded by half. 
“I'm not blind.” 
“You sound surprised.” Turn rocked to his feet and leaned 


over me, knotting his forehead as if trying to see through 
the bandage. “Your eye’s opened? We’re to call the nurses’ 
station when that happens.” 


“So they can make a note on the chart, make a call so 


someone can come look at me to verify that | can indeed 
see out of the eye, and then I can check out. I’d rather just 
check out now.” 


Turn stretched, swung his arms, and bounced on his toes, 


like he’d been let out of a cramped cage. “Got to jump 
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the hoops, KT. Your insurance won’t cover a thing if you 
leave without going through all the processes.” 


“Since | don’t have insurance, that’s no problem.” 
He stopped, on tiptoe with his arms out, and laughed 
heartily. 


My ears rang in counterpoint, despite the plugs, but | didn’t 
mind. 


We left quickly, before anyone brought out the reams of 


pages to be signed here and there, and filled out with 
impossible payment information. | didn’t even know where | 
was going, except | was going with Turn. 


And you know? That was enough. 


Turn led me to a car I’d never seen before and helped me in 
with unexpected solicitude. Or was it pity, for the poor 
broken guy who’d been ready to off himself when things got 
bad? 


| flushed, and fastened my seat belt without help. At the 
time, it seemed like the only thing to do. 
Turn drove south on US 1. South of Phillips, the road was 


Supposed to go through thinning exurbia and then sand 
scrub and palmettos. Instead, we rode past mile after mile 


of posh housing developments and fancy Spanish-style strip 
malls. 


How did this happen? Just a few years ago I'd spent a 


miserable, mosquito-filled month helping catalog beach 
mice, sea oats, and other biota — including previously 
unknown 


populations of toothache grass, ixia, and chaffseed. Our 
report should have put the kibosh on any building frenzy. I’d 
heard 


“they” were building anyway, but hadn’t dreamed the 
building was this extensive. 


Welcome to the real Florida. They’d probably used an 


earthmover to pick up each rare plant cluster along with a 
cubic yard of dirt, dumped the lot on top of some other 
critically endangered plant in an ecological buffer zone, and 
called it a viable transplant. 


“Where are we headed, Turn? Key West?” 

“Dream on.” 
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“Not your place?” 

“Which of my places, the crime scene or the one on the 
wrong side of a state line?” 

Crime scene. How had | let my mind wander? Len was dead. 


Probably with no one to mourn him. | took a few counted 


breaths and reexamined the idea. 

He chose the way he lived. To some extent, his living 
choices shaped the form of his death. 

I’m alive. 

| cracked the window and breathed the November air. The 


cold spell had faded, leaving weak sunlight and the promise 
of rain. 


I’m alive, and being alive is not a sin. 
“Turn? Where are we headed?” 


“We're practically there.” He took the next exit, then a quick 
right and an immediate left. Practiced moves, with no pause 
to read street signs. 


Before | had to ask a third time, he flicked me a glance. “I’m 
Supposed to water Cori’s plants while she’s on her 
honeymoon. 


We can stay here tonight and worry about tomorrow when it 
comes.” 

“Honeymoon? Does her new husband know about the racy 
picture in your wallet?” 


Turn’s temple vein bulged. “That picture is not racy. It’s also 
showing a hairstyle she hasn’t worn in years.” 


“Turn, it’s okay to have a picture with just your boyfriend. 


Nobody cares these days if you’re gay.” 
“You're deluding yourself, KT.” 


“You are acting like you live in the last century. Don’t you 
pay attention to the media? Coming out of the closet 
doesn’t even cause a stir anymore.” 


“Bullshit.” 
“The tide of history has turned, Turn.” 
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“Tidal action is cyclical, KT. So is history. And I’m a federal 
employee. Theoretically, | could be shipped off tomorrow to 
someplace where identifying a gay man means he will be 
fired, might be thrown out of any home he’s rented, and can 
be 


beaten to death for the crime of using a public men’s room.” 


Bullshit, to use his word. Things haven’t been that bad in 
years, and there were too many of us out and voting for it 
ever to get that way again. “Is your guy Race as tight-assed 
as you are?” 


The vein throbbed. “Racien is a local cop. He has to be even 
more careful than | do.” 


“Local where?” 
“You can be too nosy, KT.” 
Heigh-ho. | sat up straight, my bad hand on the dash. 


“Where, Turn?” 


“You have not displayed an extraordinary degree of 
discretion lately, KT. And therefore you don’t need to know.” 
“| haven’t outed you.” 

“Except to my boss. Luckily, he already knew.” 


Had | really? My head hurt too much to think over the past 
day that closely. Besides, that wasn’t the question. “How 
long since you've seen this Racien?” 


“Drop it, KT.” 


Definitely a sensitive spot there. | dug in. “How long since 
you've been laid?” 


The muscle at his jaw hinge bulged to match the temple 


vein. He didn’t say a word, but unless | read the signs 
wrong, the answer was “too long.” 


| showed my discretion by not smiling with my face. 
He made another left, into the driveway of a blindingly 


white limestone condo complex. | squinted my good eye. 
The bad one had shut again on its own, probably held so 
with a thick layer of ointment. Now that | knew it worked | 
was just as happy to limit what it saw inside that bandage. 
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The security guard leaned out of her booth and beamed at 


us. “Mr. Turner! How nice to see you again.” 


“Good afternoon, Nina. | think l'Il need a two-day parking 
pass.” 


“Of course.” She handed him a blue resin clipboard and a 
pen. “It’s three forty-five by my watch.” 

“Thank you.” He signed in and got a parking card for the 
window. “How does your puppy like the fall weather?” 
“Loves it. When we jog at night, he goes dancing and 


prancing like he’s one of those little things, a pom, instead 
of a chow. Yesterday he chased a ball into our pool, though, 
and it’s not heated like the one here. | don’t think he'll do 
that again soon!” 


Turn laughed with her, identified me and got me a guest 


card so | could use the gym or pool if | wanted to, then 
drove straight through the parking lot to a numbered slot in 
front of a plain door in a line of identical plain doors 
differentiated only by the two-inch-high number above the 
bell. In places like this, even a perfectly sober man could put 
his key in the wrong lock. 


| got out with Turn. “Why do | feel like that Nina girl knows 
more about you than | do?” 


“Surface things, KT. Things that don’t matter.” 


The door opened to a lushly appointed room straight out of 
a harem fantasy, with purple walls painted with gilt stripes 
and swirls. Drapes of fabric swathed a trompe-l’ceil painting 
of a cypress swamp. | smelled the swamp, too, rich and 
black and green. 


Orchids surrounded me. Hanging baskets, bookshelf 


baskets, terracotta bowls, and tortuous lengths of driftwood 
showcased more different kinds of orchids than | had seen in 
any private owner’s hands. Other hanging baskets and 
bowls dripped tubes to water each of the orchids. 


Behind a swathe of golden cloth, in a hundred-gallon 


terrarium studded with thermometers, water tubes, 
computer-surplus fans, and hygrometers, | saw a chunk of 
cypress log cradling the spiked leaves and exposed roots of 
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baby cigar orchids. They drew me; the tiny label on the 
glass said I'd identified them correctly. 


“Wow. Cloned? Or from seed?” 


“I think these are from seed. Her ambition was to get in on 
the ghost orchid preservation project. This is as far as she 
got.” 


“She’s a botanist?” 
“No, an accountant. This is her hobby.” 
| had never even dreamed of devoting my living space, or 


my time, to maintain a setup like this. What kind of a 
botanist could | be? | heard a click, and the angles of all the 
lights changed. “Wow. I’m...speechless.” 


“Cori does that to people.” Turn opened a broom closet and 
unfurled a chart marked “Electric Emergency” with a 


blueprint layout of the apartment, its wiring, and the plants 
with notes beside each. Behind that was a plant chart 


marked “In Case of Evacuation.” 
The last was the watering chart, with pH balances, 


quantities, frequency of watering, even the temperature of 
the water each plant should get. “The watering system is 
automated, but the reservoirs have to be refilled with the 
proper solutions. 


Can you read the chart well enough to help?” 
“Sure. | mapped the school greenhouses sort of like this. 
Got the idea from Wilson’s yard charts.” 


“Wilson actually let you look at his supersecret sacrosanct 
charts?” 


“Let me? No. But yes, | looked at them. Did you know 
they’re in code? | always said, if you want to know where 
the bodies are bur —” 


Dead bodies. Len. | smelled him, and my stomach heaved. | 
shoved past Turn to vomit into the sink. 

Which made my head hurt so bad | wanted to slam it into 
the wall, to see if that hurt less. 


When I'd finished ralfing, Turn pulled me gently away from 
the sink and sat me on a step stool. He handed me a wet 
cloth to clean up with while he cleaned the sink. Then he 
puta 


SMART ASS: CLOSE QUARTERS 97 


strong, square hand under my elbow. “Can you stand, KT? 
You need to rinse your mouth, and you can do it better up 
here.” 


My head raged at me, a slow-motion explosion going on 
inside my face. | didn’t want to move. 
But | did want to rinse my mouth. Badly. So | stood, with 


his help, and | let him hold me up. | took water from the cup 
he held for me, and | spat when he said spit. He ran some 
more water and took me to a cool back bedroom. 


“| don’t want to go to bed,” | said, trying to sound resolute 
and settling for bitchy. It beat whiny. 


“Why not just lie down for a moment, then? Cover your 
eyes.” 
| put my hands over my eyes, or over my eye and my 


bandage. It helped. He ran water and brought me a wrung- 
out wet cloth. A clean one, not the one from before. 


“| haven’t even had any of that acetaminophen they 
promised.” 

“On a bad stomach? Maybe you should wait.” 

“It hurts now.” 

“I'll see what Cori has available.” 


“No beer.” The words surprised me. | hadn’t even been 


thinking of a drink, had I? But | must have been, and now | 
sure was. | wanted fiercely to disappear into a cool brown 
bottle of oblivion. Except that, sick as | felt, | would never be 
able to hold down the quantity I’d need to reach oblivion. 
“While 


you're at it, look for some ginger capsules or something in 
peppermint, would you please? My stomach needs settling.” 


“Ginger. Peppermint. Tylenol. No beer.” 


A moment later, he returned. “Here, sit up a little. | found 
you some Tylenol and can of ginger ale. The only 
peppermint is cough drops. That will work, right?” 


“Raaht.” | didn’t complain that ginger ale has no ginger to 
speak of. The sugar and the carbonation would help some. | 
sat up with difficulty, given my splinted finger and my 
interest in keeping that dark rag over my eyes. 
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The cautious first sip of soda bit pleasantly. Not diet. | loathe 
diet sodas. My stomach didn’t heave. So far so good. 


“Here, lean on me. l'Il cover your eyes while you juggle the 
pills and soda.” 


| didn’t make a comment about leaning on him. | swallowed 


the capsules he pressed into my hand, washed them down 
with another slug of soda, and for a moment just enjoyed 
the sense of leaning on an oak tree. So strong. So solid. 
Then I crunched two cough drops and washed them down. 


And spent another moment snuggling in against Turn, 


wishing | had hours of snuggling ahead of me, instead of 
these stolen moments. “Did you know how much | adored 
you, those years ago?” 


His voice came gentle in the darkness. | felt it against my 
face. “Why do you think | left?” 


| sat up straight, too suddenly, losing the cloth from my 


eyes. The light haloed around everything, so | couldn’t see 
the room or him or anything but the lights. Nausea played 
at the roots of my tongue. 


| reached for the cloth and covered up again. The nausea 


faded. The pain too, a little. “I thought you left to get away 
from us.” 


“| did.” 


| felt petulant, and worked to keep from pouting. “I don’t get 
it. You talk in puzzle pieces and expect me to understand 
what you mean, and | feel stupid because | don’t.” 


“You were more beautiful than the law allows, and you were 
so close at night | could hear you cough. But you were a 
guy, and | couldn’t accept that. And you were fourteen years 
old. 


What kind of a man falls in love with a fourteen-year-old kid? 
| had to go before | did something unforgivable.” 


The words blew by me like autumn leaves. | seized one. “l 
didn’t stay fourteen.” 


“No. You didn’t stay fourteen.” 


But he hadn’t come back. 
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He took the half-full can, settled me back in the bed, and 
pulled off my shoes. “Lie still for a few minutes, KT, and let 
the stuff work.” 


The stuff wasn’t going to work in a few minutes, but lying 
still in the dark might. | listened to Turn running water, 
Shaking liquid, pouring liquid. | also listened to him making a 
few quiet and cryptic phone calls. 


Had he also left because he thought he was my brother? But 
if Dean had so plainly been told about my ancestry, how 
could Turn not know? 


Turn had stayed away, though, because he’d found 
someone 


else. A guy he was happy with. | could dream of them 
breaking up and Turn coming to me for support, but how 
likely was 


that? Reality and | weren’t always the best of friends, but | 
couldn’t pretend it didn’t exist. 


| heard paper rustle. He was putting away the charts. 


Shallow-rooted annuals would do better this close to the 
conduit, Wilson had said, rustling one of the treasure maps 
he guarded so fiercely. | was a little boy, hiding among the 
elephant ears, intent on the implications of treasure — why 
else would one carry a treasure map? 


Before the garage apartment was finished, he’d used the 


rough storage space as his own. | found dozens of secret 
nooks up there, and had watched fascinated while he did a 
one-handed chin-up to hide his scrolled charts atop a beam 
far overhead. 


When that area was finished in, he’d moved his maps to the 

attic crawl space opposite the solar battery array, a place he 
checked often but that the rest of the house probably didn’t 

really know existed. Except me. 


“Little Snoop,” he’d called me, once in a while, with as 
much amusement as annoyance. 
Holy fucking shit. | hope he’s not my father! 


| woke with a start. Kaleidoscope puzzle pieces spun around 
me, arranging and rearranging themselves. 


“KT, it’s okay. You’re safe. KT?” 
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The unfamiliar room was dark and smelled mossy. Warmth 


spooned me from the rear. | was lying in bed, fully dressed, 
and my head pounded with my heartbeat. 


Fragments of data, puzzle pieces, flickered in and out of my 
consciousness. One idea could make patterns of them. 
“Turn, have you ever noticed how people who get in my 
family’s way tend to disappear?” 


“Yeah, | have.” 
His voice was dry, harsh. Of course he would have noticed. 


His mother had been one of them. 


“| know how to find out where the bodies are buried.” 
His breath caressed my ear. “Literally or metaphorically?” 
“| don’t know. But | Know where to find the charts.” 


He rose over me in the dark. “Wilson’s charts? We 
suspected they’d be interesting, but haven’t been able to 
get a suitably vague search warrant authorized.” 


Any hint of a search warrant to look for charts would make 
them cease to exist. | rolled onto my back and looked up at 
the darker silhouette Turn made against the ceiling. “You 
don’t need a search warrant. The Autumn Fest is this week. | 
can take your sweetie as my date. We can pretend to go 
looking for a nookie-nook and happen upon these charts.” 
And I can scope out this Race guy who has you in the palm 
of his hand. 


“One thing.” 

He was so close | felt his breath across my lips. He’d 
brushed his teeth. “What’s that?” 

“Mr. Sweet is straight.” 


| hadn’t meant that Sweetie. But | wasn’t about to spoil this 
moment. Turn’s breathing was deeper. My cock hardened 


between us. “As opposed to...?” 
“AS opposed to me.” 
“And you are?” 


“Here. Is that enough?” His lips touched mine, a question 


mark against my mouth. 
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Any reason you give me is enough, so long as it gets me 
you. Years of pent-up eagerness pounded through my veins. 
| wanted to tell him but didn’t dare. | settled for catching his 
bottom lip with my teeth, tugging gently as he shifted 
position, setting his weight across me. | let go to speak. 
“We're wearing too many clothes.” 


“You didn’t like it last time | undressed you.” 


| grinned, feeling the stiffness of my right cheek, glad the 
dark hid my lopsided face. “Like | said — the problem was | 
wasn’t there to enjoy it.” 


He pinned me with his hips, his cock a hard ridge alongside 
mine, and opened the top button of my shirt. 


| wriggled under him, scrubbing his cock-ridge with mine, 
and he gasped. Then he skinned my shirt off, roughly. His 
breath hissed, harsh and impatient. 


| tried to open his fly, but he was quicker, with his two good 
hands. We kicked and squirmed out of our clothes as if 
they’d suddenly gone poisonous. 


He bit my nipple, and | cried out. 
He reared back. “Hey! | —” 


“That’s surprise!” | grabbed him by the ear and yanked him 
down. 


He was stronger than me. He didn’t have to give. But he did, 
let me drag his mouth to my mouth. | bit his lip again. He 
nipped my top lip as if in answer, so | let go. He thrust his 
tongue into my mouth, demanding and searching — for 
what, | didn’t know. | never knew with Turn. 


He cupped my balls in his big hand, and heat rushed 


through me. | heard him fumbling, opening a drawer, but he 
kept his mouth on mine, his tongue stroking the roof of my 
mouth until | gave in and sucked it like | would a cock. He 
moaned. 


| liked making him moan. 
He twisted, broke free, and moved abruptly down my body 


to swallow my cock. | almost cried out again. So good. So 
good. 
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Hot. Wet. Hard, pulsing suction. Then a slick stroke across 
my cleft, and before | could draw breath to speak, a thick, 


lubricated finger pressed inside me. 

| arched up off the bed. 

He laughed against my cock and pressed in another slick 
finger. 

| surrendered, pulling my knees up, spreading wide for him. 


His fingers moved with knowing intent, tightening my 
nerves and my muscles, raising my blood pressure, 
centering my 


existence in the few inches between his fingers and his 
mouth. 


After a moment, his mouth softened, and his fingers pressed 
harder. | bucked involuntarily under him, short-stroking his 
mouth, short-stroking those fingers in my ass. The darkness 
shuddered around us, holding its breath. 


Turn stroked his rough tongue over my cock, sucking again, 
and curled his fingers inside me. 


| came hard. 
And lay there panting, unable to string two thoughts 


together, much less two words. Big hands gripped my 
knees, lifted them over broad shoulders. 


| flashed hot with resentment. He assumed he could top me, 
without asking? But Len had. He’d seen that. And how could 
| really top tonight, with my bad hand and my...my... 


Huh. My headache was gone. 
Okay. But | moved my legs to the crook of his arms. Less 


strain on me. More on him, but Turn could take it. His arms 
didn’t quiver the least bit under my weight. 


He leaned down and kissed my deadened cheek. His lips felt 
scratchy, where | could feel them at all, but it was such a 
Turn thing to do, acknowledging the scars everyone else 
pretended to ignore. 


| relaxed in his grip. 


He kissed me again, on the lips, almost chastely, and then 
at the base of my throat with teeth — but lightly. Turn wasn’t 


a guy to leave identifiable marks. 
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He buttered my hole lavishly. Then his cock pressed against 
me, spread me open. He paused, panting. His muscles 
clenched, corded steel, but he stopped to let me adjust. And 
that was a Turn thing, too. 


| inhaled deeply to suck him inside. He made a strangled 
noise. 
| curled under him, pulling him with my shins. He came to 


me, sliding deep into my body, both of us moaning in 
unison. 


So good. So deep. So hard, and so right. He withdrew, 
paused teasingly, and stroked in again, certain and strong 
and exactly, exactly right. All my life I'd been practicing for 
this, for him. 


| felt exalted, and at the same time unutterably carnal. 
“Fuck me, Turn.” 


He did. 


The bedsprings sang under us, sounding exactly like my 
ears had, which told me my ears had stopped ringing. | 
grinned, and thrust harder up at Turn. 


He swore and speared me with that greased thickness, 


jabbing my prostate and knocking the breath from me. My 
dick thumped against my belly, and | realized I’d gone hard 
again. 


He hammered me into the mattress, and | hammered back 


with everything | had. All those crunches had done more 
than sculpt the six-pack. We traded grunts, his marginally 
preceding mine, like a heartbeat, uh-uhn, uh-uhn, uh-uhn! 


He stiffened, burying his cock soul-deep within me. 


| ground my hips for that extra twist, and | came again, my 
abused prostate protesting with stuttering spasms. 


Turn made a coughing noise, and shuddered like a dying 
man. His arms bowed from under him, and he fell into my 
arms. We held one another, gasping, sweating, our hearts 


pounding. The darkness settled quietly around us and held 
us Safe. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Neither the threat of arrest nor the possibility of federal 
indictment could stop Mother’s Autumn Festival. Wilson’s 


arrest barely put a crimp in her style. The theme was 
Chinoiserie this year. Gorgeous, if not terribly PC. The main 
displays were housed under high-domed crimson canopies; 
from across the 


street they glowed like demonic gateways. 
Turn parked across the street in a truck. We didn’t know 


what had been revealed about his involvement, but he’d 
never be Mother’s favorite guest. He muttered darkly about 
the possibilities of putting a bug on me, even a panic 
button. 


Sweet said no, that | was safe. Even if she blamed me, 
which wasn’t certain, Mother wouldn’t dare try anything 
without her Wilson there to captain the hired muscle. And 
Father — Turn’s father — had fled to Mexico. 


Amazingly, Mother’s bravado had made the festival happen 
anyway. Attendance looked almost half the usual level. 


So when | crossed the street on foot, tuxedo-clad date at my 
side, Turn remained behind, glowering. The doorman at the 


front gate was a rental, but he’d seen me before or had 
been shown my picture; he greeted me by name and told 
me where 


to locate Mother. 
Ron Sweet, with his topaz-gold bow tie and a highly 


polished brass swagger stick, left my mother speechless. He 
bowed over her hand, pretending not to notice her 


discomfiture, and murmured about how eagerly he had 
anticipated coming here tonight. 
| believed him. Luckily, Mother didn’t. Nor, considering 


Sweet’s presence, did she require me to stand beside her in 
the reception line this year. In ten minutes, we were upstairs 
looking at a newly installed deadbolt on the crawl space 
door. 


Sweet knelt in front of the deadbolt, leaning his swagger 


stick against the wall, and studied the lock a moment. Then 
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flipped open a checkbook wallet that opened to either 
dental tools or lock picks. Ah, no wonder he’d told Mother he 
was a dentist. 


Heigh-ho, I’d missed the opportunity to tell her how much 
he enjoyed filling my cavities. 


| stood between him and the main hallway, real close to him 
with my hands on his head. Hopefully, anyone happening to 


glance this way would leap to a conclusion that did not 
involve lock picks. 


“Watch the hair,” he muttered. 


| fluffed it with my fingertips just to rile him. He didn’t have 
that much hair anyway. 


He selected one pick, slid it in, and prodded around. Then he 
slid a second pick in beside it, made a stroking motion, and 
smiled. 


| rejected several potentially amusing quips and settled for 
watching him. 


A few strokes later, he clicked his tongue and opened the 
door. 
The space had been filled with boxed junk. Sweet rocked 


back on his feet, sucking his teeth and looking unhappy. 
“This could take all night.” 


“Not really.” | knew where Wilson reached, pretty much, 


and how far he could reach, and that he liked to reach in 
with his left hand. 


| took off my jacket, sighed about schmutzing up my 


Shirtsleeve, and went to reaching into various gaps between 
boxes. On the fourth try, my fingertips touched scrolled 
paper. 


“Don’t cheer, boy,” Sweet warned me. 


| grinned at him. “Boy, huh? Where did you want me to stick 
this roll? Down your pants or up?” 


He twisted off the head of his swagger stick, revealing a 


thin-walled cylinder. 


Surely that was fodder for some kind of teasing, but | 
couldn’t think what to say. 
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We spent the next two hours strolling about, chatting with 

artists and activists, particularly admiring the blown-glass 

flowers tucked in with the pottery. In contrast to last year’s 
Vivaldi violins, Mother had chosen tonal poems and a five- 

piece band with instruments as exotic and beautiful as the 
glasswork. 


| approved. 


Sweet made a perfect date for the occasion. He was low-key 
but charming. He studied most pieces silently but made 


perceptive comments about a few of the glass orchids. 
When the passing waiter offered him a daiquiri or his choice 
of other drinks, he ordered a grenadine and tonic water. | 
shuddered at the thought, but he sipped it thoughtfully over 
the course of maybe half an hour. 


My mouth stayed dry, but the bartender had been well 
coached. Regardless of what | requested (and everything | 
requested was nonalcoholic) he handed me a Tom Collins 
Without, and it tasted like extra-sour lemon Gatorade. 


| dumped the third noxious mix in a pot of hurricane lilies 
and asked Sweet to step over to the bar and fetch mea 
ginger ale. | didn’t phrase it like that, of course. | wanted the 
ginger ale more than | wanted to see how he’d react. 


| doubted | could ever pull off that debonair shit in a setting 
like this. If that polished demeanor was as difficult for him 
as it ought to be, he didn’t need any smart comment from 
me to put him off balance. 


Finally, he said we could go. 


Mother didn’t want me to leave before the awards, but | told 
her | needed to find a hotel room, and Sweet smiled. 


She thinned her lips and said, stiffly, that she would expect 
to see me promptly at nine in the morning. Alone. 


Don’t hold your breath, Mother. 


Then we simply strolled to the gate, where the parking valet 
asked for our tag, and we told him we’d parked across the 


street. We walked out into the chill night, a wholly 
anticlimactic escape. 
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| stopped at the other side of the street to watch the gate 
close. Crimson tents and gold display lights backlit the stark 
silhouettes of live oaks, shrubbery, the gate. People were 
gathering by the gazebo. Faint murmuring echoed from 
them, but the tonal poem had ended. 


| didn’t know for sure if this counted as burning my bridges, 
but it felt like it. 


Warmth replaced the wind at my back. | leaned into Turn’s 
strength. “Let’s go.” 
“Right.” 
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